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ABSTRACT 
 
Starting from 21st century BC, China has had strong but isolated philosophies for 
making things, which dominated the style and spirit of Chinese design. With 
globalization, however, contemporary Chinese design fell under the influence of Western 
design including design practice, design theory, and education. Today, by improving 
capacity for independent innovation, and creating its own brand, China may be able to 
change its current practices of production that are defined by high consumption of 
resources, high pollution and low value-add. The search for high-quality Chinese design, 
which is both original and innovative with unique and identifiable features, has become a 
vital challenge for the Chinese government, organizations, and companies. Promoting 
original Chinese design with adding cultural values, in the past decade, has become 
prominent in various design fields because of the growing need to support economic 
development, upgrade industrial infrastructure, and promote national identity. In this 
context, many small-medium, creative and design-focused companies have been 
established with the goal of pursuing original Chinese design all the while concentrating 
on Chinese culture and users. In order to understand the present scenarios of original 
Chinese design, this research examines furniture design in select SMEs in China by 
studying relevantly critical issues: the motivation of designers for pursuing original 
Chinese design; the design ideas, practices and business strategies of these SMEs to build 
original and influential design brand; the challenges and opportunities in the furniture 
design industry while promoting original Chinese design; and the emerging picture of 
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future Chinese design. This research applies the methodological framework of grounded 
theory with qualitative research methods including semi-structured interview and in-
depth case studies. As a result, regarding interaction among Chinese culture, original 
design, and entrepreneurship, the research reveals three key findings regarding interaction 
among Chinese culture, original design and entrepreneurship. First, “reflect Chinese 
culture”, particularly essential traditional Chinese culture, is a common ground of 
original Chinese furniture design, which has been shown both from design ideas and 
practices of the select SMEs. Second, insufficient entrepreneurship influences the 
promotion of original design brands both in domestic and international market. Third, 
innovative design among contemporary furniture designers is constrained by a morass of 
Chinese culture impediments, such as lacking critical thinking and overemphasizing on 
inheritance of traditions. Moreover, the research presents a theoretical framework with 
key implications for developing and promoting Chinese design that is original, innovative 
and socially impactful. The insights gained from the research also provide a foundation 
and possible direction for future studies on design, culture, entrepreneurship, and other 
creative industries both for China and other nations.  
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CHAPTER 1. 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1. Background and Justification 
1.1.1. The Rationale of Design for the Chinese Economy and Society.  
 
Global economic competition is becoming increasingly fierce, and the 
competitive value of design has become increasingly prominent in the optimization and 
upgrading of industrial outputs for many countries. Design has become a new growth 
area and one of the major engines in technological innovation and cultural innovation that 
drives economic and social development (Yuanpu Jin, 2014). The value of design has 
been shown in many studies. For business, design works as a means for enhancing the 
human creative process, which can improve the competitiveness of companies. In 
addition, design-driven innovation allows companies to pursue product differentiation 
thereby reaching a broader market (Porter, 2014). For society, design can impact the 
quality of people’s lives because design exists everywhere and interacts with people all 
the time (Heskett, 2002). Generally speaking, design is now considered a significant 
factor, one that can address societal and economic problems if applied in an appropriate 
way.  
 In terms of the values that design can bring, several important social sectors have 
been the drivers in the development of Chinese design in the past two decades. First, the 
Chinese industry is looking to design as a way to help companies to be more competitive 
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in the new age of globalism; second, Chinese consumers are expecting quality and design 
with cultural identity as a way of meeting their emotional needs; third, local governments 
perceive design force as a direction that can drive economic growth and, with it, change 
the regional, social images; and fourth, the national government of China considers 
design as one of the major drivers for expanding domestic demands, industry upgrades 
and innovation. Those social sectors are investigated and discussed by both scholars and 
designers across the world.  
 
Design’s	impact	on	the	economic	competitiveness	
	
Design can add to a company’s competitive advantage by reinforcing creativity 
and innovation both for products and processes as well as displacing what were once 
competitive advantages such as material resources and labors. Technologies imbedded in 
products used to be significant competitive advantages for companies. But, during the 
globalization, technology become less critical because of the disappearing barriers for 
and oversupplies. Other factors, such as creativity, user-friendliness and environment-
friendliness, can bring significant competitiveness to products in the market (Porter, 
2014). For example, the development of the global market and technology has allowed 
material resources to be transported in ways that are easier and faster. As a result, most of 
companies have access to the same resources at a similar price. It therefore becomes 
more and more difficult for a company to earn additional profits by just having a lower 
material cost (Mootee, 2009).  
Today, China is moving away from competing based solely on price, resources 
and labor. As a critical element of national competiveness, a greater focus needs to be 
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placed on investing on intangibles, such as design, branding, research and development, 
and embedded or attached services. Design will be one of the ways that will help Chinese 
companies tranform the aformentioned dilemma into an opportunity (Mootee, 2009). 
Design can be seen as a power for seeking “hidden innovation” since it injects life into 
mature markets, introduces new and adapted products, and leads to superior products 
(Keane, 2013). 
If a company applies design as one of its competitive strategies and develops its 
unique images in the marketplace, the brand will have a further influence on customers, 
and the brand loyalty can become a most competitive force (Porter, 2014). Many Chinese 
companies have realized how important design could be for their long-term development, 
especially those industries urgently seeking to transform from manufacturing only to 
product design and development as well. These companies explore ways for substituting 
Shanzhai0F1 design with original high-quality products with the goal of becoming a 
worldwide famous brand (Guo, 2010). For example, Xiaomi Tech. started its business by 
copying the iPhone and gained a share of the market because of its low price. But now, it 
is trying to design its own products by exploring new technologies, such as electrical car 
and new TV sets. Xiaomi’s awareness and increasing use of design is assisting the 
company in moving forward in innovation, branding and social impact.  
																																																								1 Shanzhai means copycat and refers to counterfeit consumer goods, including imitation and trademark 
infringing brands in China (Schmidle, 2010).  
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Figure 1. Xiaomi full-screen phone released on 2017 (“Xiaomi MIX 2,” 2017) 
	
Consumers	need	quality	design	with	cultural	meaning	
In general, consumers seek products that not only meet their basic needs, such as 
function, safety and usability, but also emotional needs, such as cultural identity, gender 
identity and self-expression (Norman, 2007). The intangible elements 1F2have become 
more important in certain products and lead to diversity of design in terms of different 
cultures (Giard, 2013). In other words, what matters for contemporary design is the 
implied meaning that products have for their users. Successful designs can make an 
evocative voice and elicit strong feelings or memories for users by what is embedded in 
the products.  
Today, consumption in the domestic market makes up 56% of the Chinese 
economy. The dominant consumers are the members of the generation born after the 
Open-Door Policy of 1978 in China and who have grown up during the fast urban 
development, which was accompanied by consumerism. These people are expecting 																																																								
2 Intangible elements also refers to implicit or macro contextual factors such as values, personal, socio-
culture, which are imbedded in the objects and provide meanings for them (Giard, 2013).   
		 5	
products with more added value, higher quality, better design and cultural identity. 
Compared with their parent’s generation, who lived at a time of material privation and 
chronic insecurity, this new generation is living with material prosperity; they tend to 
seek more self-identity and self-expression. These desires are reflected in most aspects of 
their lives, especially the products that they want. This phenomenon stimulates industry 
and encourages companies to make changes including placing more emphasis on design, 
which has motivated the development of Chinese designs with more consideration for a 
greater Chinese culture and Chinese users.  
Furniture design is such an example. In cities throughout China, over 95 percent 
of people live in apartments that need to house at least three people. Consequently, 
Chinese families prefer furniture that is small in size, multi-functional, easy to assemble 
and that provides more storage. More importantly, designers who live in this environment 
understand the situation better and can therefore provide better designs for users. Until 
recently, however, just a few Chinese companies and designers had explored special 
furniture design for Chinese families. Before IKEA entered the Chinese market, most 
families bought “European style” or “American style” furniture, which was large in size, 
over-decorated, and even useless. Fortunately, new directions in design began to develop 
in China, and more options appeared in the marketplace for those young families who 
wanted to pursue their own needs, tastes and identities by way of the furniture they 
selected. More Chinese designers are seeking design styles that can meet the needs of 
Chinese people by exploring ideas from their own experiences as well as Chinese living 
habits and daily activities.  
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Design	promotes	national	and	regional	identity		
When considering the interaction between design and culture, design can be seen 
to be an important soft power2F3 of a country to improve its national and regional identity. 
There is a strong connection between specific cities and particular designed products, 
which can raise the identity of certain regions with cultural markers, such as Milan for 
fashion and Florence for leather goods (Hall, 1998). Certain design products or styles can 
brand the city with a strong identity, which can express the culture and values of the city 
and build an attractive image for it. Moreover, a city with the image of design and other 
cultural industries will be perceived in today’s world as a creative and innovative place, 
in which design not only brings economic growth directly to the city, but also can appeal 
to more investment, talents and other relative resources (Zheng, 2010) 
In the case of China, design has been seen as significant soft power for shaping 
the images of the country and its cities, enhancing economic development and improving 
the quality of life for its citizens. Zheng (2010) discusses the impacts of creative industry 
clusters3F4 on Shanghai from the perspectives of entrepreneurship. Her research explains 
how design-industry clusters might influence urban entrepreneurship. Her data shows that 
design-industry clusters play a role in entrepreneurial city development. It strongly 
supports the argument that these clusters contribute to enhancing the physical 
entrepreneurial urban features and serve as a type of urban commodity that attracts 																																																								3 Referring to Joseph Nye “is the ability to get others to want the outcomes that you want, and the ability to 
achieve goals through attraction rather than coercion”(Nye, 1990). Soft power of a country relates to three 
resources "its culture (in places where it is attractive to others), its political values (when it lives up to them 
at home and abroad), and its foreign policies (when others see them as legitimate and having moral 
authority)"(Nye, 2011).  
 
4 Creative industry cluster is a type of urban quarter that has a high concentration of cultural activities and 
creative industry companies with on-site networks that create added value (Zheng & Chan, 2014) 
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businesses. The design industry has become new urban spectacle and flagship for the city 
(Zheng, 2010). 
 
1.1.2. The Development and Challenges of Contemporary Chinese Design  	
In the context of globalization, developed market economies design high value-
added goods while low-value-added goods are often created in developed market 
economies but manufactured in low-cost economies, such as China, India or Turkey 
(Deitz & Orr, 2006). In the past two decades, China’s development — both economical 
and societal — has made remarkable achievements, something that barely happened in 
China’s recent history. However, compared with other developed countries, the design 
industry in China is much younger — 90 percent of design consultancies were 
established after 1995 (Q Sun, 2010). A case could be made that despite how China is 
catching up to other developed countries, it may not be as competitive as it should be 
when it comes to design and design innovation.  
While China gradually became the largest industrial manufacturer for the world, it 
has encountered the challenge of “Made in China” mostly being perceived as cheap and 
low quality (Keane, 2013). Nevertheless, the label of “Designed in China” barely appears 
on the products made in China, which reveals the imbalance between design and 
manufacture (Keane, 2013). China has been caught in a dilemma in which design cannot 
keep pace with the rapid development of industrial manufacturing. This “short-termism” 
mindset of manufacturing for others in the 20th century limits the development of the 
Chinese economy, and since 2008, the Chinese economy has suffered from the global 
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economic crisis leading to factory closures and layoffs. Design may be one of the few 
ways to help Chinese companies transform the aforementioned dilemma into an 
opportunity (Mootee, 2009).  
Moreover, Chinese design has been impacted by the Western design after its 
Open-Door policy, including theory and practice. Most “designers” followed or imitated 
designs from other countries, which caused the Shanzhai industry to dominate the 
Chinese market as well as Chinese exports (Guo, 2010). Since 1990, China’s “design”4F5 
capacity has burgeoned because of the development of an export-oriented economy that 
focused on being an OEM5F6 to manufacture various products for their clients outside of 
China. In this context, the practice of design was limited to product form — making or 
styling based on the original design ideas or innovations from other nations. The nature 
of these demands resulted in sophisticated and high-level product sketching, and 
rendering skills; however, Chinese design was found to be deficient in research, planning 
and innovation (Q Sun, 2010).  
 
Some 20 years ago, at a time when China was investing in the upgrading of its 
industrial infrastructure6F7, design began to be used as a tool to move China up in the 
supply chain, from a country that manufactured low added-value products to developing 
and producing design-intensive, high value-added products (Mootee, 2009). In addition, 																																																								
5 In this context, the word design means styling and modification, and not the more common meaning of 
innovation, research and development.  
6 Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM) refers to a company that produces parts and equipment that has 
been designed and marketed by another company. It sometimes means the maker of a system that includes 
other companies’ subsystems and an end-product producer.  
7 Report to the 17th National Congress of Communist Party of China: “Accelerate transformation of the 
mode of economic development and promote upgrading of the industrial structure…we must keep to the 
new path of industrialization with Chinese characteristics, pursue the policy of boosting domestic 
demand”(State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2007).  
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there was a rise in the both the confidence and introspection of the Chinese people during 
this rapid economy development. Western culture and system used to be references for 
the development of China in terms of politic, economy and society. However recently 
China began to consider whether the western system and culture were appropriate for the 
unique situation of China, including the design fields (Guo, 2010). Many designers 
ceased to mimic designs from other cultures, and began to explore original Chinese 
design by making connections to their own culture, social conditions and the needs of 
Chinese users (Guo, 2010).  
Many Chinese companies increasingly realized that the function of design was to 
improve competitiveness as well as a way of creating unique Chinese designs, which can 
help create a strong brand identity. Lenovo is representative of a company that places 
design in an important corporate position. Yingjia Yao, who is vice-president of 
innovation at Lenovo, built a team with industrial designers, graphic designers, 
mechanical and electrical engineers, interface designers and new material engineers. Yao 
considers this multidisciplinary approach as a direction that could bring innovative ideas 
and create a collaborative environment for pursuing high quality products. He also 
believes that design could improve the quality of the product and help to differentiate 
products in order to increase the competiveness of the brand in the marketplace (Justice, 
2012). 
Furthermore, the Chinese government is eager to build national brands with 
strong competitiveness both in local and international markets, with the goal of changing 
the image of China from a “manufacturing-based” to “creating-based” nation. To some 
degree, design has been emphasized in China more recently. The national “Twelve Five 
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Year Plan” has declared that design is an important goal to change China’s economic 
growth. “China will no longer blindly rely on investment-led export-oriented economic 
development model, and consider expanding domestic demands, encouraging innovation 
and intellectual property right” (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2011). 
On Feb 26, 2014, the State Council issued the national official document, which 
contained recommendations for advancing cultural creativity and design services in order 
to integrate with related industries as a way to achieve comprehensive development. The 
document made it clear that design should become the new significant advantage for 
China’s manufacturing industry. However, there is no specific design policy to promote 
design programs and activities. The direction is different from other countries that have 
well-established design national polices. China lacks experience of establishing 
associations or institutions to support and promote the development of design. Although 
the Chinese government appears to know how important design can be for its economy 
and society, there appears to be difficulties in formulating and implementing an effective 
design policy (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2014). 
There are some examples and data that indicate that the Chinese government, 
economic sectors and scholars are aware of the increasing importance of design. In 2003, 
Shenzhen City set the goal of building a “City of Design”. It established a foundation to 
provide loans, tax breaks and other incentives to develop industries; it also conducted 
many supportive activities, such as “Creative December” and  “Cultural & Creative 
Industry Expo” to seek social and market resources of designing. Guangzhou’s industrial 
design park in the development zone has formed a comprehensive supply chain of 
integration of upstream and downstream of related industries, and has attracted more than 
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10 professional design companies such as Guangdong Electrical Science and Design 
Institute and Vtron to establish branches in the park. In 2009, the output value that 
industrial design brought to the park achieved 31.282 billion Yuan (around five billion 
US dollars), which is 1.7 times greater compared to 2007 (Peng, 2010).  Moreover, some 
design enterprises, such as Newplan and Artop, collaborated with many domestic and 
international companies such as Panasonic, Alcatel and Motorola, in the design of 
products. Many of their designs won  the “Red Dot Design Award”; Fiyta Company 
became an international star for its new design of "Space Watch"; and “Jewelry Street in 
Shuibei District” achieved annual profits of more than 80 billion Yuan (around 14 billion 
US dollars) based on their design of fashion jewelry. Now, more than 6,000 design 
companies with around 60,000 designers have been established in Shenzhen for 
providing design services for various industries. Among them, half are based on 
industrial design (Peng, 2010).  
To summarize, by developing design vigorously, improving capacity for 
independent innovation, and creating its own brand, China can change its production 
practice defined by high consumption of resources, high pollution and low value-added. 
The search for high-quality Chinese design, which is both original and innovative with 
unique and identifiable features, has become a vital challenge for the Chinese 
government, organizations and companies. As stated by Zhu Tao, president of the China 
Industrial Design Association, China needs to have its own design and its own brands in 
order to competitive in the world economy (Zhu, 2009). In other words, if China wants to 
transform its economic model and improve its industrialization model, it can use design 
and marketing strategy to build a strong national brand with more value-added, which 
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also can advance its manufacturing at many levels. Developing original and innovative 
designs may be the most effective way to upgrade the economic structure and improve 
the current economic situation as well as social conditions in China (Mootee, 2009).  
 
1.1.3. The Concept of Original Chinese Design  	
It is a common understanding that Chinese design cannot rely on the “Western” 
model only, which is not suitable because its cultural roots are not of China. It should be 
noted that developing original designs based on Chinese culture began to be discussed by 
scholars and designers in the 1980s. Until recently, the concept of original design has 
been promoted more and more while at the same time Shanzhai culture has become a 
crucial problem for the Chinese economy and society. In general, there are two 
mainstream views about original design. One view is from the academic field, where 
researchers and scholars are trying to lead the development of cutting-edge design 
theories and methodologies; the other view is from designers working in industry, who 
focus more on design practices and market needs.  
In most Western countries, designers in industry can become teachers after many 
years of practice; they bring what they learned in practice to the academic field, which 
can refresh academic thinking. In China, however, few designers from the industry join 
the education or research sector because of the requirement of a higher degree and 
academic experience. At the same time, faculty members have fewer opportunities to be 
involved in live projects except for those with a high reputation. Due to their different 
backgrounds and experiences, scholars in academia and designers in industry have 
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different perspectives and understanding about what original Chinese design should be.  
The academic field of design considers original design from a macro perspective 
placing an emphasis on the importance of theory building and system improvement that 
involves various players such as designers, manufacturers, educators, governments, and 
consumers. In terms of the essence of original Chinese design, the following is a brief 
introduction of two most important aspects — innovation and Chinese culture— which 
have been discussed more often than others by Chinese scholars in existing studies.  
Before giving a particular definition, scholars explore the features of original 
design with the goal of explaining this concept in the context of contemporary China. Li 
(2003) integrated Shouzhi Wang’s understanding about design and discussed the features 
of original design7F8. First, it has a clear and understandable concept or idea to guide the 
practice of design; second, original design needs to have a theoretical framework that 
follows the basic principles of design; third, original design considers culture as a 
significant element to give meaning to design; and fourth, designers integrate their 
comprehensive knowledge, skills and emotions to independently create new design. In 
Li’s opinion, the process of creating original design is more important than the final 
designs since it emphasizes understanding and applying of knowledge, skills and 
experiences across various disciplines of the creators or designers (B. Li, 2003). However, 
this process Li emphasized for original design actually hard to be distinguished from a 																																																								8	Since 1980, Prof. Shou Zhi Wang has been considered one of the most influential design theorists and 
educators in China since 1980. He served as the Chief Advisor to China's Industrial Design Association, 
China's National Advertising Association and the National Graphic Design Association. Prof. Wang has 
been researching design theories and history for over 25 years. He has been a Professor of design theories 
in the Department of Liberal Arts & Sciences in Art Center College of Design in Pasadena, California since 
1998. He obtained his post-graduate degree from the Graduate School of Wuhan University. He has been 
the vice dean of the Cheung Kong School of Art and Design of Shantou University since 2003, and an 
honor professor at the Central Academy of Fine Art, Shanghai University, Nanjing Polytechnic University. 
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typical design process. He does not make clear statements of the critical differences 
between design and original design.       
 When Liu (2003) discussed original Chinese design, he identified some of its 
important features, which he summarized with these key words: innovative, advanced, 
understandable, impactful, dynamic, contemporary and cultural identity with global 
acceptance. These features do not have to be present in an original design all at the same 
time. Instead, they can work individually or selectively in a combination, to create 
original designs. In this case, the scope and the meaning of original design are expanded, 
which helps it to be more flexible and practical in the real world. Moreover, Liu 
considers the concept and features of original designs to be dynamic since the world is 
always changing. For example, an original design was once defined based on innovation 
and uniqueness in terms of its capability to make radical change; now, original design 
involves other qualities, such as providing different user experiences and improving 
previous designs to meet new needs. This is especially the case in a globalized context 
where design with cultural identity has been considered as original and unique, which 
creates greater possibilities for design because of diversity found in cultures (W. Liu, 
2003).           
 Guanzhong Liu, one of the most well-known design educators in China, has 
discussed his ideas about original design by emphasizing design as a comprehensive 
system. Promoting original Chinese design is a systematic task that involves an integrated 
design process from theory exploration, design research and ideation to prototyping and 
testing, refining details, production and marketing (G. Liu, 2008). Liu has asserted that 
the core for original design is theory exploration and design research because both lead to 
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innovation by identifying and solving problems as well as by creating new knowledge 
and principles of design. However, design theory and research are the most undeveloped 
elements of contemporary Chinese design because of various reasons such as Shanzhai 
culture, artistic design and formalism (G. Liu, 2008).    
 Aside from understanding original design from theoretical and systematic 
perspectives, a few scholars have particularly emphasized the outcomes and impacts of 
original design. Yang (2011) considers original design as coming from the concept 
designs that can give products new functions, meanings, or other competitive edge in the 
market. He is of the opinion that the design fields, including the educational system and 
industry, have not recognized the importance of concept design, which constrains the 
development of innovative original design in China. On a more practical note, two other 
scholars — Prof. Yang and Prof. Xia insist that Chinese original designs need to focus on 
issues that can help Chinese design be successful in the market and impactful for society. 
First, the original design should aim to produce quality products to change the stereotype 
of Chinese products being low price and low quality in the market; second, sustainability 
should be placed at the core of original design, a feature that emphasizes the 
responsibility of design for the environment and society, especially for the developing 
countries that still rely on resources and labor for industrial development (Xin Yang & 
Xia, 2014).  
Although designers in general play significant roles in providing quality designs 
and leading the direction of new design movement, the Chinese market — with its 
diverse consumers — can also have a great impact on the development of original 
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Chinese design. Nie (2012) analyzed the scandal of “Da Vinci Home8F9” and discussed the 
paradox between original design and the market. It would seem that consumers acquire 
high-price furniture to show their social status but do not have the awareness of original 
design or of Shanzhai products. Clearly, the success of Da Vinci furniture relied on its 
business strategy rather than on its product design. Nie (2012) states that China after its 
traditional culture was attacked around 1949, did not have the socio-cultural support for 
the development of original design. The concepts of design and original are separate 
concepts in China. In order for original design to be successful, its value will need to be 
recognized by the public and create a place for itself in the Chinese market.
 Designers in industry consider design from a more practical perspective, which is 
determined mostly by the designers’ background and experience in the market. In terms 
of original Chinese design, there are three main points that most designers highlighted in 
the interviews, publications and conferences: 1) designers awareness and capabilities; b) 
anti-Shanzhai culture; and c) marketing strategy for original design.   
 First, the designers’ awareness, values and capabilities are the main drivers for 
developing original Chinese design. Designers need to have their own understanding 
about life, human society, cultural context and design. Concurrently, they must integrate 
those ideas into creative process, which will allow their designs having broader impacts 
and bring change to people’s life (Yan, 2017).  In this context, the quality of designer 
teams has been considered one of the most critical elements for advancing Chinese 																																																								
9 Da Vinci Home is a furniture company in China, which claimed itself as the dealer of an Italian furniture 
brand and all the furniture is imported from Italy. The company was established in 1994 with seven stores 
in China. However, in 2011, Chinese Industrial and Commercial Bureau found that Da Vinci designed and 
produced furniture in China, exported it to Italy, and then imported the furniture back to China. This 
process allowed the furniture to be considered as international imported products, which allowed for a very 
high-price on the Chinese market (People.com, 2011) (“Da Fen Qi Jia Ju Shi Jian [Da Vinci Furniture],” 
2011).  
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design. With the goal of developing innovative and original design, Chinese designers 
need to consistently learn, experience, practice and keep curious about the world (Qian, 
2017).   
      
Figure 2. “Story of Screen” designed by Ziinlife — Design Shanghai 2018    
Second, many designers in industry perceive the promotion of original design in 
China as a powerful and effective way to fight against Shanzhai culture, which has 
dominated the Chinese market for years. Shanzhai culture is more about design of low-
quality products made for profits-driven purpose and without much original thought. 
These designers are of the opinion that original designs do not have to create totally new 
things that never existed; furthermore, it is their opinion that designers always need to 
learn from each other, either from western design or traditional design (Zhu, 2014). 
Moreover, in an age of information, it is understandable to have “unaware imitation,” that 
is, different designers creating similar designs but not deliberately copying, because they 
may have been exposed to the same socio-cultural context and inspired from same 
resources (Chen, Qian, & Yan, 2017).      
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 Third, some designers have expressed concerns for and have discussed frequently 
the fact that marketing is one of the greatest constraints for the promotion of original 
Chinese design. They believe that marketing or business should be included in the 
process of creating original designs. Chen (2017), a well-known original furniture 
designer, has gone so far as to state that designers need to collaborate with marketing 
professionals in order to popularize their products if these are to have an impact on 
consumers and society. Designers with this awareness appeared more competitive in the 
market.   
 
Figure 3. Furniture series “Unity without Uniform” designed by Chen (Chen, 2017) 
In terms of practice, many Chinese scholars and designers believe that original 
Chinese design should follow the traditional ideologies of making things that have been 
passed down from generation to generation, such as Buddhism, Confucianism and 
Daoism. Government advocates for design insist that original Chinese design should 
express China’s cultural legacy (Keane, 2006); others suggest that Chinese original 
design needs to fit into the global market and pursue qualities such as universal design 
and user-centered design, which are considered helpful to improve the quality of people’s 
life. Some progressive voices in the Chinese design community think that China should 
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develop a pop culture approach to compete with regional neighbors, like Japan and Korea 
(Keane, 2006); furthermore, some insist that a collaboration between companies and 
universities to build national brands could be an effective way to promote original 
Chinese design since market-led design is the trend. Cai Jun, the previous director of the 
industrial design program of Tsinghua University, stated that design programs in 
universities must connect with industry more to help designers think in a more 
comprehensive way in terms of the global market and user experiences research (Justice, 
2012). In summary, various considerations share the same goal of promoting the identity 
of Chinese design, but there is no common agreement on a fundamental theory to do so. 
 
1.2. Research Proposition  
1.2.1. Research Questions  	
Starting from 21st century BC, China had developed strong but isolated 
philosophies for making things, which dominated the style and sprit of Chinese design. 
With globalization, however, contemporary Chinese design — including product design, 
graphic design and even design theory and education — fell under the influence of 
Western design. As discussed previously, promoting original Chinese design by adding 
cultural values, in the past decade, has become prominent in various design fields 
because of the growing need to support economic development, upgrade industrial 
infrastructure, and accentuate cultural identity of consumers. Many companies and 
designers have considered that developing designs with unique and identifiable cultural 
features is one of the most effective ways to build high-value added and competitive 
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original products and brands. In this context, many small-medium, creative and design-
focused companies have been established with the goal of pursuing original Chinese 
design all the while concentrating on Chinese culture and users.  
However, there are few comprehensive studies that have explored the present 
scenario of original Chinese design as well as to shed light on how culture and design 
interact in SMEs in a real world. Furthermore, few scholars have attempted to build a 
theoretical framework to provide guidance for original Chinese design or to explain the 
critical issues involved in the creation of distinctive and innovative Chinese design. By 
taking a first step in this direction, this research examines furniture design in select SMEs 
in China in order to explore the present and emerging scenarios of original Chinese 
design. It does so by studying the design practices in these SMEs by way of three 
essential questions:  
 
Why are these SMEs pursuing original design for the contemporary market? 
This question focuses on the internal motivation and rationale of the selected 
SMEs to create original designs, and the evaluation of how Chinese culture is influencing 
designers/entrepreneurs in terms of their minds-set and behaviors. Also, it is important to 
explore if the main reasons of pursuing original design involve the changing market of 
China or the socio-culture values of designers. In addition, the motivation and rationale 
could determine the company’s core design value concept, idea, philosophy, principle 
and design process as well as the focus of the business strategies, which are essential 
issues when studying on these SMEs. 
		 21	
How do these SMEs practice design in terms of their design value 
(concept/idea/philosophy/principle), design process and business strategy with the 
goal of building brands as original Chinese design?   
By answering this question, the research aims to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of the selected SMEs and their roles as advocates for original Chinese 
design. The core design VCIPP9F10 could reveal their perceptions about culture and 
original design as well as the directions or goals they are pursuing. The design process 
could explain how these SMEs approach original Chinese design based on their design 
VCIPPs and what are the critical issues in their design practices. The business strategy 
reveals how do these SMEs present and promote themselves in the market, and how 
impactful their designs are on the society.  
 
What is the emerging scenario of original furniture design in China?  
In terms of the issues explored from the two questions above, the similarities and 
the differences of the selected SMEs could explain the present scenario as well as reveal 
the emerging picture of original furniture design in China. Moreover, from studying 
furniture design, this research could be expanded to discover more critical issues 
involved in the process of developing Chinese original design in general, and to explore 
as well a theoretical framework in terms of the interaction between Chinese culture and 
contemporary design.  
 
 																																																								
10 The abbreviated term “Design VCIPP” will be used instead of the “Design 
value/concept/idea/philosophy/principle”.   
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1.2.2. Methodology 	
As discussed earlier, promoting original Chinese design is a new direction in 
China. In order to gain basic understanding as found in original Chinese furniture design 
in terms of its interaction with Chinese culture and market, this research uses grounded 
theory as the basis for the investigation.  As an exploratory method, grounded theory is 
particularly useful in capturing complexity, gaining understanding about practice, 
supporting the theorizing of new areas and bringing different perspectives to existing 
theoretic framework (Locke, 2001). The goal of this research is to build a foundation for 
understanding original Chinese design including the design idea, process, marketing 
strategy, challenges and its possible future. Additionally, the research attempts to provide 
key implications for other design fields such as design research, cultural studies and 
design entrepreneurship. 
 
Using the core methodological framework of grounded theory, a three-part 
investigative study was undertaken.  
First, a secondary research for existing materials about original Chinese furniture 
design was conducted; its purpose was searching for possible research subjects in the 
Chinese market. In addition, 30 SMEs were selected on the basis of location in China: 
Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, Hangzhou and Chengdu. Each SME was involved in the 
design and manufacturing of furniture that is both contemporary and original. The 
sampling strategy with certain criteria is discussed in detail in Chapter 3;  
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Second, semi-structured interviews were conducted with designers/managers of 
each selected SMEs with the goal of gaining primary information and forming 
comprehensive understandings of the subjects; interview questions were developed based 
the research questions discussed above; and  
Third, in-depth case studies of several representative SMEs were written in order 
to extend the understanding or add additional knowledge to what is already known from 
previous research. Two data collection methods were used in the case studies: a) site 
visits of selected design studio, workshop, factory, or store; and b) unstructured 
interviews of senior designers.  
With the goal of answering the research questions, the data analysis was based on 
three main themes: a) the similarities and differences of core design VCIPP of the 
selected SMEs in terms of size, founder’s background and location of the company; b) 
the representative design process that were used to pursue original Chinese design; and c) 
the business and marketing strategies that were employed to promote the products in the 
market. In addition, the research also explored a) the motivational factors of those 
designers in their quest to design and manufacture original furniture designs; b) the 
challenges and constraints for the selected SMEs in the development of original designs; 
and c) and the emerging picture of original Chinese furniture design based on the findings 
from the data.  
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1.2.3. Outline of the Dissertation 	
This dissertation consists of five chapters. A brief summary of each chapter is 
provided below:  
Chapter one introduces the backgrounds of the research, definition of the terms 
and concepts, the research propositions with research questions and methodology, and the 
delimitation of the scope.  
Chapter two reviews literatures around the following topics: some of the theories 
of design and culture; Chinese design history, from traditional to contemporary; the 
present scenario and challenges of contemporary Chinese design; and the importance of 
original Chinese design for its economy, society and people.  
Chapter three describes and justifies the sampling strategy, grounded theory, the 
application of the selected research methods, and the detailed research procedures.  
Chapter four presents the data analysis and results based on the themes and topics 
discussed previously10F11.  
Chapter five presents the findings and insights based on the data analysis; design 
implications for promoting original design in China; the outputs as original contribution 
to knowledge; and the limitation of the research.  
 
1.2.4. Delimitation of Scope 	
This research investigates several representative furniture SMEs, all of which 
focus on original Chinese design. They have been selected as research subjects because 																																																								
11 Refers to the 1.1.2. Methodology 
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of certain criteria11F12 based on the research proposition; the research proposition 
emphasizes how and why these SMEs pursue original design by looking at their design 
ideas, practices and businesses.  In the other words, this research focuses on an in-depth 
study of the intangible elements underlying the products, such design values, design 
process and theories. It does not investigate scientific aspects of furniture design such as 
engineering, manufacturing, and ergonomics  
Beginning in 2007, China became the largest exporter of furniture (National 
Statistics of China, 2008). However, most Chinese furniture companies remain contract 
manufacturers and have not developed original designs and innovative capabilities (Xu, 
2009). This research does not aim to study the overall furniture industry in China. 
Therefore, it does not include those large companies with an equally large market share 
and whose emphasis is more on manufacturing, exporting and marketing rather than 
design and innovation.   
As a first step and due to the limitations of time and budget, this research explores 
the scenario of original Chinese furniture design from the perspective of designers and 
entrepreneurs rather than users and consumers. It is hoped that the values considered and 
emphasized by designers and entrepreneurs reflect, at least in part, the needs and attitudes 
of users and consumers found in original furniture design in contemporary China. 
																																																								
12 Refers to Chapter 3, Sampling Strategy  
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CHAPTER 2.  
LITERATURE REVIEW 	
2.1. Design and Culture Identity   
2.1.1. The Interaction Between Design and Culture   	
 Cultural value shapes the behavior of people within their respective group. These 
values are embodied in artifacts and reveal people’s attitudes within society. In specific 
cultural circumstances, people’s perceptions and customs can be different, which is, at 
times reflected in the artifacts that they use (Washburn, 1999). If the social relationship in 
a group is robust, stable and focusing on tradition, the people in this group tend to favor 
structured and homogeneous design. To the contrary, a dynamic cultural group appears to 
favor various design styles as new people with different backgrounds keep joining the 
group and reshaping cultural preferences (Washburn, 1999).    
The term culture first referred to the cultivation of plants or animals, such as 
agriculture. Over time, the term culture began to be applied to development in human 
society. But the definition did not always have a common meaning since it contains many 
different things, from its normative meaning for describing highly valued and 
aestheticized activities, such as art, theatre, music, to its anthropological meaning that 
refers to a “way of life” (Sparke, 2004). “A way of life” of individuals or groups was 
associated with people or nations with particular features. This definition became the 
foundation for the contemporary understanding of culture Williams (1976) also defined 
culture as “a description of particular way of life which expresses certain meanings and 
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values not only in art and learning but also in institutions and ordinary behavior.” He 
states that culture is one of the four key concepts important to modern society (Williams, 
1976). As such, culture can be defined by the shared thoughts, values and behaviors of a 
group of people, and normally includes and reflects various social factors, such as 
religion, politics, rituals values, and language (Searle, 1995; Bourges-Waldegg & 
Scrivener, 1998). 
Design and culture are put together to explain their complexities and interaction in 
many ways. The evolution of artifacts can exhibit the evolution of a civilization. In a 
society, the artifacts produced and consumed become a cultural picture of people’s lives 
(Moalosi, Popovic, & Hickling-Hudson, 2010). Design has a formative function to 
embody, carry and communicate complex cultural messages though its visual and 
material language. Despite the many twists and turns that have occupied in the 
relationship between culture and design over the last century, design has always been 
seen as a mirror of social change and an agent of cultural improvement (Moalosi et al., 
2010). The evolution of artifacts does not only reflect but also determines the 
developments of culture and society. Culture shapes design and, in turn, is changed by it 
(Rose, 2004). For example, the emergence of the Internet over the last century has 
changed our lifestyle, interaction, and even cultural values; as a result of these value 
changes, the Internet itself has changed.  
 From another perspective, “culture may inform design by a process of context-
informed practice” (Simao & Coelho, 2011). The principles of practice shared within a 
context may bring a particular culture into the design process. For example, designers can 
use and exploit the qualities of materials based on its strength, look, feel or durability, but 
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they also manipulate the associated meaning of the materials that evoke the cultural 
identity (Worden, 2009). The chair shown in Figure 4 was inspired by Chinese traditional 
umbrella that made from paper. The material, the shape and even the structure could 
bring the memories of Chinese about the old time and the stories behind the umbrella.  
On one hand, various cultures have a rich and varied set of resources that could provide 
designers with unlimited inspirations for new ideas (Gaver, 2001). On the other hand, 
designers need to pay attention to cultural values in order to understand their role in 
forming users’ behaviors and attitudes. Otherwise, the design could fail if user values are 
not considered (Moalosi et al., 2010). 
 
 
Figure 4. The future of paper umbrella-Chinese chair (Innovo-design, 2011) 
	
2.1.2. Design in the Context of Globalization 	
In the context of globalization, a dominant theme is the tension between the high-
minded, modernist design ideas on one hand and the postmodernist design ideas, which 
emphasizes diversity of culture, on the other hand (Sparke, 2004). Universality is part of 
mainstream value in our industrial era; in a post-industrial world, however, it becomes 
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less meaningful (Krippendorff, 2006). Universality represents the loss of culture, 
traditions and ethnicity. In this context, local cultural identity has become progressively 
more important.  
Globalization of markets and prevalence of competition are increasing 
multicultural influences on national identities at an unbelievable speed (Zec, 2002). 
Unavoidably, the trading of goods and services, which are central to globalization, lead to 
similarity of perception and lifestyle across nations. With greater global trade, there is an 
increase of uniformity in artifacts, which is accompanied by decrease in unique cultural 
identity. Apparently, if users are surrounded by the same products and get used to them, 
their lifestyle eventually becomes more similar (Zec, 2002). In the context of 
globalization for worldwide production and consumption, internationalization as well as 
intercultural and local issues can no longer be ignored (Marcus, 2002)  
 De Souza states that in the field of design many of the effects of a neo-liberal 
form of globalization should be strongly contested (De Souza & Dejean, 1999). 
Globalization causes homogenization of people’s culture by standardizing artifacts. 
Fortunately, with design, identities never disappear completely. For example, 
representative features of a country of origin are often embedded in the design of the 
artifacts. Although the design process is similar in many ways of different nations and 
cultures, designers are influenced by social norms and environmental conditions of the 
location where they live. “Therefore even if there is no deliberate intent, the design will 
always reflect personal characteristics of the experiences of those who design the 
products, even if they are sometimes barely visible” (Simao & Coelho, 2011).  
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 When people realize the homogenization that occurs under globalization, they 
tend to develop a strong stance in defense of their regional culture (Van, 2005). The 
increase in international contacts and exchanges alerts people the to loss of customs, 
habits, religious values, and local values (Van, 2005). In fact, more designers are 
supporting a trend that fights against globalization by taking a design approach that 
emphasizes the promotion of local identity while highlighting cultural values and 
traditions (Moalosi et al., 2010).  .  
 
2.1.3. Design and Cultural Identity  	
 Although design and culture are two complex concepts, there is one concept lying 
in the heart of their relationship. That concept is identity. Design has been considered as 
being a powerful force in forming and expressing identities, whether for personal, 
political or commercial ends.  Design also touches on its “capacity to construct and 
represent the stereotypical characteristics of a range of culturally-defined categories, such 
as class, gender and ethnicity, offered up for negotiation by individuals in the 
marketplace” (Sparke, 2004). For a long time in history, design has played a significant 
role in the process of production by determining technologies and applying materials. 
“Design carries technology’s message with it into the sociocultural context” (Sparke, 
2004). In other words, design works as a bridge that connects the world of production and 
consumption to the process of transforming materials of manufacture into cultural 
concepts. Materials have been designed to become “something” with content, in which 
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designers hold the power to create an image of goods and products with significant 
meaning that can be understood by people.  
 For example, clothes are always more than simple artifacts for covering our 
bodies. They are aesthetic expressions of culture and identities. In the book Identity by 
Design: Tradition, Change, and Celebration in Native Women’s Dresses, Horses (2007) 
explains the embodied messages about life in the dresses of Native American Women, 
who integrated the artistic tradition and creativity while designing dresses for themselves, 
their families and communities. These dresses were analyzed in details, which provided a 
platform for understanding the Native American tribal traditions and their expressions 
(Horses, 2007).  
 In the construction of people’s identities, the hardware of buildings, streets, and 
green space is not critical; what matters is the meaning of these objects to people. Hall 
(1998) stated: “cultural identities are not things that we are born with but are formed and 
transformed within and in relation to representation.” Design is the main tool to integrate 
the meaning of hardware. Take urban design as an example. The importance of place-
identity to people can be understood from studying the links between cultural landscapes 
and human identities. Place-identity is “the set of meanings associated with any particular 
cultural landscape which any particular person or group of people draws on in the 
construction of their own personal or social identities” (Waston & Bentley, 2007).  
 The idea of design being used by individuals, groups, institutions and countries to 
establish their identities has been discussed since 1914 (Sparke, 2004). Existing and 
emerging nations have seen design as a means of forming, expressing and promoting 
identities both in domestically and worldwide. Design has become a modernizing strategy 
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for reflecting the special features of the nations and corporations. Some strong nation 
states, as political and economic powerhouses, had strong senses of cultural identity for 
the majority of populations, which was reflected in the visual, material and spatial culture 
in their daily life (Sparke, 2004). Governments and corporations help to define their 
citizens and consumers; at the same time, citizens and consumers also define themselves 
by the products and services provided.  
 The commercial value of identity is visible when we see corporations integrating 
cultural value into products to promote consumption and increase competitiveness of 
companies. In the book World Design: Nationalism and Globalism in Design, Williams 
(1992) explains the role of local cultures of design in the context of globalization of 
products and markets and put strong arguments on the economic benefits of product 
differentiation by emphasizing the effect of profit margins of national identifiable 
consumer products. For example, Hermes built a brand of furniture, Shangxia, in China 
by collaborating with a Chinese furniture designer. The products from Shangxia are 
different from Hermes’s furniture in other countries since they borrowed many design 
elements from traditional Chinese furniture. This emphasis on the national identifiable 
features helped Hermes expanding its market in China and reaching more audiences.   
 “The expression of national cultural identities by design could prove instrumental to the 
emergence of benign new nationalism…such nationalisms would have to be compatible 
with technological progress and with free market practices. They could encourage 
product diversity, simulate market demand, and perhaps even do a little to improve 
mutual understanding among the peoples of different nations and cultures” (Aldersey-
Williams, 1992).  
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Figure 5. “Da Tian Di” walnut three persons armrest sofa (Shangxia, 2018) 
	
2.1.4. Seeking Cultural Identity through Design across the World 	
Before 1930, design had been seen by some people in the economic world as a 
tool to stimulate consumption by transferring values from goods and images to 
consumers as a way of establishing identity. Similarly, the power of design had been used 
by nations to encourage cultural pride and loyalty (Sparke, 2004). Design could function 
on many layers to form and present meanings by coding messages into everyday products 
and public images.  
 After 1945, design continued to be considered as a potent force to express the 
identity of a nation to the rest of the world. This was certainly the case for countries that 
sought international markets, such as Germany, Japan, Italy, as well as those countries 
such as Britain and the USA that had developed global economic systems (Narotzky, 
2009). These countries understood the new commercial era that was coming; with 
globalization, they could promise their citizens a lifestyle filled with modern goods, 
something that had significant meaning for their population. Germany was a good 
example. It used design to create a new post-war identity, which linked back to its pre-
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war reputation for the creation of well-designed products. The innovative strategy was 
implemented from governmental level as well as from the private manufacturing sector. 
A case in point is the collaboration that existed between Braun, the small-appliance 
company, and the designer Dieter Rams. Together, both helped Germany get back the 
identity of a country that made everyday technological products that were well 
engineered and well-designed. At the Milan Triennale of 1954, the image presented by 
German design was of a country populated by hard working people working in a highly 
efficient industry, and who together provided high-quality goods. This would be an 
identifiable trait of Germany for the next several decades. 
 Along with the development of modernism in late 20th century, the inherited 
cultures became less determined than the modernist culture for influencing design and 
identities of consumers. At the same time, “Nations became linked, both within their 
boundaries but more frequently from outside them, with a range of cultural 
manifestations—designed products among them—that were frequently food, clothing, 
and lifestyle related” (Sparke, 2004). Even though globalization characterized the new 
era with common modern design characteristics, many nations were trying to build their 
new identities by emphasizing local features and integrating the globalized style into 
local patterns. For example, in the 1960s, Scandinavian countries adapted the 
international design style to their craft products made from indigenous natural materials, 
which had strong local and identifiable features of their design traditions. 
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Figure 6. Ceramics designed by Ulla Procope for Arabia, Finland (Jorunn, 2005) 
	
 In the period from late 1960s to the 1980s, postmodernist theorists involved in the 
practices of architecture and design advocated for a new approach against “cold-hearted” 
modernism by incorporating local popular cultures, narratives, and humor into their work. 
The goal was to reclaim the culture of a place and promote its relationship with buildings 
and products. Consequently, the reappearance of localized motifs in the 1980s was as 
ambiguous as could be expected in the context of late-twentieth-century postmodernity; 
seriously addressing an increasingly complex yet playful reality in its proposed solutions, 
which were often ironic and earnest, local and global (Narotzky, 2009). This seemingly 
obvious localism was not usually intended as an expression of national feeling, making 
the search for national characteristics in design an intricate and elusive task. 
Beginning in the 1980s, the issue of finding and describing the formal 
characteristics that could identify a particular product as French, Japanese, Italian, or 
German was emphasized in the contemporary design discourse. The study of the 
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phenomenon involved comparative case studies for highlighting various national styles, 
using semantics with historical analysis, and discussing the commercial value of products 
differentiation. For example, “National Characteristics in Design,” an exhibition held in 
1985 at the Boilerhouse in London, focused on the stereotypes of German “efficiency” 
and English “heritage”. Another example is Japanese design. Japanese culture has its 
uniqueness that was very different with the Western culture, such as silence, ambivalence, 
inscrutability and emotionality. By investing the design features of advertising and 
imaging, Moeran (1996) tried to answer the questions: how did those cultural 
characteristics presented in design; what make Japanese design so outstanding and 
identifiable; and how particular cultural stereotypes were being used to promote goods 
and services. This study of Japan repeated many times during 1980s in order to 
understand everything in Japan including design.  
 
 
Figure 7. Poster designed by Kazumasa Nagai in 1981 
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Design has two main faces across many specialized fields. One face is the 
commercial function, whether in two-dimensional graphic design or three-dimensional 
product design, that aims to promote consumption in many ways; the other face is the 
concept that design can make the world a better place to live in, from visual and material 
to spatial environments, a concept that requires designers to work together towards a 
greater good. This second face seeks a role in a world that is different and one that is 
challenged by global issue, advanced every day by new technologies leading to 
transformed social relationships (Sparke, 2004). The second face of design hard to be 
clear defined. Because the global issues and new technologies leads to complex social 
relationships, which has challenged design to seek its specific role for changing the world 
(Sparke, 2004) 
Due to the impact of massive global economic, technological, social and cultural 
shifts in design, designers are left with no choice but to keep up with development and to 
think beyond industrialization, modernism and mass consumption that happened in 20th 
century. In the 21st century, design will continue to play a prominent role in modern life 
because our fast-changing world requires a visual and material means of expressing its 
aspirations and identities. The activities of production and consumption will have to meet 
the needs and desires of people for both the basics of life as well as for the expression of 
who they are.  
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2.1.5. Tradition, Design and Cultural Identity  	
Different nations have different cultures, each one reflected in the creative 
concepts and visual modes of the artifacts produced there. In the period before 
globalization, people were generally limited to living in certain geographical areas, which 
often resulted in cultural behaviors not being influenced by others in any significant way. 
This geographical isolation formed the essence and uniqueness of tradition for a certain 
culture. Seeking cultural authenticity most always turns to traditions that were created in 
the past and that were already made permanent in many ways (X. Wang, 2010).  
 Normally, tradition has two meanings: one is chronological implying a temporal 
sequence, i.e., the past can be thought as tradition. With the other meaning, tradition 
implies a social construct in which a group shares the same cultural context, experience 
and ideas from past to recent (Weston, 2004). In terms of design, many nations with long 
histories prefer to identify themselves with the past. In such cases, studying traditional 
ideologies as well as the methods for designing objects have always been considered a 
critical strategy and inspiration to express cultural values of a given nation. In the case of 
Japan, much of its design traditions were formed in the Meiji period and many of 
Japanese designers purposely engage tradition in both senses of the word. They studied 
the past to understand the characters of Japan and sifted through the periods for 
possessing the core idea and integrated the progressive present styles (Weston, 2004). 
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Figure 8. A Japanese bronze vase from Meiji Period  
 Similarly, the Republic of Korea searched for a national design identity based on 
its traditions. Korean design experienced a rapid development and transformation in a 
very short time in last part of the 20th century. For a long period before that, however, 
there appeared to be a lack of Korean identity in products. This situation changed after 
the economic revival in 1980s, particularly after the 1988 Olympic Games in Seoul. 
Korean society began to recall the old traditions and culture, which stimulated a search 
for Korean identity and a unique design style (Jong, 2013). This effort to look for a 
Korean identity has never stopped and continues to this day. On one hand, the 
rediscovery of the aesthetic quality of traditional Korean design has been applied as the 
principal design direction in many fields, such as traditional courtyard houses in the city 
Seoul. On the other hand, there has been a symbiosis between traditional design 
principles and the design language of international modernism that has created innovative 
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design styles, which combines the simplicity and function of modernism and the spirits of 
Korean culture, such as is found in certain the furniture design and ceramic works 
(Schulenburg, 2013). “In industry and design new creations continue to emerge, which 
are distinguished through the choice of materials, shapes, colors, etc. that give form to a 
identity, transmitting traditional elements to modern objects while, at the same time, 
improving them” (Schulenburg, 2013). Pursing the harmony between modernism and 
Korean traditions has become a basic principle for Korean design. This trend has 
appeared and has been promoted in every aspect of Korean design, from packaging to 
automobiles, from fashion to landscape, from food to entertainment, etc. (Klemp & Ahn, 
2013).   
  
 
Figure 9. Ceramic box by Korean potter Kang-Gyo Lee (Goldmark, 2014) 
The preservation of traditions relies highly on an “appreciative eye” with 
intellectual maturity. More importantly, it has to be realized that traditions cannot be 
regarded as unchangeable. They evolve dynamically with time and place in the real world 
for various reasons. Thus, Gyun suggests that traditions should be adapted to modernity 
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in harmony both psychologically and visually. “People have come to the realization that 
economic progress and maintaining tradition are not mutually exclusive, and now have 
the confidence to see the potential in their historical traditions as an important source of 
economic development.”   
 
2.1.6. Market, Design and Cultural Identity  	
In many countries, design has developed a close relationship with both industry 
and consumers; it is a prime agent for commercialization. Many nations have taken 
advantage of the commercial aspects of design, “seeing it as a means of establishing 
cultural and trading identities for themselves and of appealing to the popular audiences to 
which they address” (Sparke, 2004). Because of design, the economic sector has 
experienced increased growth, attracted investors, and developed talent as well as trading 
partners (Kristoffersson, 2014) Promotion of cultural identity is not based simply on 
ideology, but also on forming characteristics found in the eyes of the public eyes, i.e. the 
consumer market. Consequently, a nation’s character, especially in a capitalist economic 
system, can be formed by way of design, manufacturing and the consumption of goods. 
The latter can lead to a new appearance of indigenous images with local features and 
identity (Narotzky, 2009). A colorful coffee maker or high-quality German-made 
electronic goods can be powerful devices to distribute national image. Paris is such an 
example. The city was a center for the production of luxury goods, which created a strong 
identity for Paris in the 1920s. It became a window to emphasize the consumption of 
fashionable products for women and remains a center for women’s luxury shopping in 
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the 21st century.  
Commercial brands have become more important for countries trying to 
strategically market themselves. Peter van Ham (2001) has pointed this out in his article. 
“In many ways, Microsoft and McDonald’s are among the most visible US diplomats, 
just as Nokia in Finland’s envoy to the world…strong brands are important in attracting 
foreign direct investment, recruiting the best and brightest and wielding political 
influence.” Susan Sellers, one of the founders of the New York design studio 2x4, which 
is an active place with designers, thinkers, writers, researchers, architects, strategies, 
user-experience designers, and programmers, stated design’s role with these words, “The 
brand is the story, and design is the storytelling.” The company 2x4 focuses on the 
development of core values and expression for business partners such as Nike and Prada; 
it also does work for cultural institutions, like the New York Opera, in order to develop 
brand strategies and products marketing. For his part, Michael Rock, also a founder of 
2x4, considers design as “a kind of text itself, as complex and referential as any 
traditional form of content ” (Klanten & Sinofzik, 2013).  
In Sweden, design has often been considered as an important tool for providing an 
appropriate and purposeful image. “Function, not decoration, is the framework of what 
could be called the typical Sweden design creed” (Kristoffersson, 2014). The concept of 
functional and clean form is perceived as a true expression of the Swedish culture, which 
has launched Sweden the country as a brand. It is not a coincidence that the core design 
philosophy of IKEA is same as the identity for Sweden, that is, simple, light but 
functional (Kristoffersson, 2014). 
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Figure 10. A one-bedroom in Gothenburg, Sweden, designed by Emma Fischer 
(Bergstedt, 2014).  
	
IKEA has been considered to be more Swedish than the nation itself. It implies 
that IKEA is perhaps doing more to express the image of Sweden than the efforts of its 
own government. The company was founded in the mid-1950s; it now has over 200 
stores in 28 countries (Kristoffersson, 2014). In a period when national identity was 
wiped out by internationalization, IKEA stood out with the systematic use of national 
design styles and symbols to build a strong brand and became popular all over the world. 
“To visit IKEA is to visit Sweden. IKEA fits very well onto the official brand platform of 
Sweden. The company has been at the forefront of corporate social responsibility. The 
brand of the company could very well be described in the same terms as the platform for 
Sweden” (Wastberg, 2009). “It goes both ways: Sweden benefits from the way IKEA 
markets itself. But IKEA is one of the companies that most benefits from the image of 
Sweden. IKEA would not be IKEA without its Swedish background” (Wastberg, 2009). 
The story of IKEA implies the power of a strong international brand as a way to 
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reflect if not create the cultural identity of a nation by way of a consistent design style. It 
is a case of an international brand with a global reputation; it influences both local and 
overseas markets. It should be noted that a market-led cultural identity approach can also 
be very significant in the domestic market. From the consumers’ perspectives, 
nationalism is most often closely connected to their daily buying behaviors. In the study 
the National Identity and the Perceived Values of Foreign Products with Local Brands: 
The Case of Local Wine in Vietnam, the authors found that the national identity had 
positive impacts on product evaluation and consumer ethnocentrism. Based on the 
response of 251 consumers, around 58 percent perceived cultural value as the key 
predictor of willingness to purchase (Le et al., 2013). In other words, emotional and 
social values can be important factors to the decision of buying local wine in Vietnam. 
Consumer behavior towards a product can be influenced by social cultural background 
(Schiffman & Kanuk, 1978; Yaprak, 2008). Moreover, consumers consider the product’s 
country-of-origin when shopping for products from other countries, such as the 
relationship between the country and their own state, and the reputation of the country in 
the world (Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch, & Palihawadana, 2011).  
For products with symbolic and emotional meanings for local consumers, such as 
local wine, people may have the perception of the product with a strong feeling of 
identity and pride (Verlegh & Steenkamp, 1999). As discussed previously, cultural 
identity becomes an influencing factor for judging a product. (Lantz, Loeb, Nguyen, & 
Khanh, 2002) consider that the cultural identity may imply a bias for a product of a home 
country. Cultural identity could be seen as a valuable motivation for the visible 
manifestation of nationalism. Local consumers tend to have a positive perspective about 
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the domestic product and express a high interest in it (Lantz et al., 2002).  
The personal value system of consumers contributes to the connection between 
cultural identity and product evaluation (Schwartz, 1992). Cultural identity reveals the 
extent of a consumers’ adherence to a ‘typical value system’ of a nation. Therefore, 
different individual consumers in the same nation have different degrees of adherence to 
the identity because these same consumers have different experiences and attitudes 
toward the world (Watchravesringkan, 2011). In sum, the identity of a person influences 
his/her cultural and social value system and relies on how he/she developed their own 
personal value system when judging a product or service (Thuy & Hau, 2010).  
This phenomenon implies that improving local products and building strong local 
brands for appealing the consumers is important. As previously stated, design can play a 
significant role in cultural identity by emphasizing the value understood by local 
consumers and by imbedding cultural symbols into products in order to recall a sense of 
nationalism.  
The tendency to choose a domestic product over an imported one appears to occur 
in developed countries (Hamelin, Ellouzi, & Canterbury, 2011). There exists a preference 
in developing countries such as China and Russia for consumers to select imported 
products rather than domestic ones. “This may promote consumers to make a trade-off 
between their feelings of national attachment and product’s evaluation” (Klein, Ettenson, 
& Krishnan, 2006). Batra et al (2000) also agree that the localness of a brand in 
developing countries is not seen as competent as international ones for attracting 
consumers. In this case, local companies may need to focus on the promotion of the 
quality of product, improving user experiences, and applying appropriate marketing 
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strategies to change the reputation of the local brands and increase their creditability in 
the market. The nationalism of products should be a market strategy, which aims to 
promote indigenous forms to adapt the capital economic system of globalization and 
consumption. A market-led approach is a significant method for design in order to 
promote cultural identity; it should be appropriately applied in those countries seeking a 
national brand as well as economic growth. 
 
2.2. Chinese Culture and Design 
2.2.1. History of Chinese Design  
2.2.1.1. Classical Chinese Design in Ancient Time Before 1949 	
For nearly 5,000 years, traditional Chinese design has followed a unique 
philosophy in the development of its creative concepts and visual representations.  
Art and design in traditional Chinese theory places a highly emphasize on connecting 
symbols and meanings through metaphors, symbolism and association. In the book Yi 
Jing (The Classics of Changes), creation and design of products are understood as “things 
created”, while for “human use” refers to products have being used by human in 
appropriate ways and based on rules. Two kinds of rules are emphasized: first, there is a 
natural rule, which means action needs to be taken at the right time and the right place in 
terms of the nature. Second, there is a cultural rule that refers to human activity, human 
life and desire.  
 With reference to the natural rule, in the Kaogong Ji (考工记) (Book of Diverse 
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Craft)12F13, Bow Crafter mentioned that, “…horns are to be boiled in spring, sinews are to 
be prepared in summer, the components are to be combined together in autumn and the 
wooden structures are to be built in winter”; furthermore, “…all three kinds of materials 
are to be readied in their seasons”. This means that the creation or design activity must be 
conducted in a way that accommodates natural seasons as rules. In order to have a 
satisfactory result, materials need to be fine, skills need to be mastered, and the time must 
be right.  
 The reason for these rules is that creative and design activities were limited by 
natural conditions in ancient times, such as the material, which needed to come from 
certain places and be used in certain weather. For example, Zhuang Tzu13F14 raised the idea 
of  “following natural rules of heaven”, which he does not only explain his philosophy 
about life and nature, but also positioned Chinese classical design in a new place that 
emphasized the quality of essential, simplest and spiritual in order to realize the “union of 
heaven and man”. This principle governed ancient Chinese design and creation for a long 
time period, which reflected a respect to nature.   
China has experienced periods of gestation, expansion, conflict, decay and 
invasion; nevertheless, it eventually developed into a global empire. By way of its 
history, much can be learned to understand the development of Chinese culture (Quigley, 
1961). Over several thousand years, traditional Chinese culture has permeated all parts of 
the nation and has crystallized Chinese civilization. Consequently, how culture impacted 
design can, in part, be realized by exploring some of the core cultural issues of ancient 																																																								
13 The Kaogong Ji is a book on crafts and technology in ancient China, towards the end of Spring and 
Autumn period (771-476 BC).  
14 Zhuang Tzu was a Chinese philosopher lived around the 4th century BC in ancient China. His ideas and 
works are one of the most essential parts of Taoism.  
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China. Ancient Chinese society has had varied and complex religious beliefs that have 
changed over time. From the Han dynasty (206 BC-200 AD) to the early twentieth 
century, there have been three main beliefs that have dominated life and thought of the 
Chinese people: Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism (Kerr, 1991).  
Buddhism was imported from India. Beginning with the Tang dynasty, it became 
the most popular religion and spread throughout the country. Buddhism has had an 
influence on traditional Chinese design. Mostly, the impacts can be found in temples and 
artifacts of worship, which had not appeared frequently in daily life of the Chinese people 
(Bao, 2008). When Buddhism flourished in China across many dynasties, Buddhist 
sculpture, painting, carving, architecture, and other daily products in all media were 
developed and attainted a level of prestige. The most skillful and imaginative wooden 
Buddhist works, such as lacquered and gilded artifacts, could be found in temples, shops, 
theaters and many public buildings. Thousands of Buddhist images made of gold, silver, 
bronze, iron, lacquer, ivory, wood, clay, and other media were produced in the later 
centuries and demonstrated the creativity of Chinese artists and craftsmen (Bao, 2008). 
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Figure 11. A copy of Buddhist wall painting in Mogao Caves, Dunhuang, China (Cen, 
2014).  
Confucianism and Daoism are traditional Chinese ideas, both based on 
philosophical systems. Confucianism has dominated the most in people‘s life principles, 
etiquette and politics the most whereas Daoism is most influential in art, music, literature 
and design. Confucianism derived from Confucius, a moral philosopher who lived 
between 551 and 479 BC. He devoted himself to thoughts of individual ethical and social 
responsibility. His philosophical concepts were based on the notions of ren (仁) 
(humanity) and yi (义) (righteousness); the concepts have evolved into a code of ethical 
behavior for the Chinese (Ridley, 1977). Even today, Confucianism still governs the 
Chinese in their daily lives, although it is not considered to be a religion.  
Daoist ideology influences Chinese art, traditional design and the distinctive view 
of oriental art. Daoism can be thought of as possessing the quality of natural spontaneity. 
Laozi created Daoism and defined it as follows; the ways of men are conditioned by 
		 50	
those of earth, the ways of earth, by those of heaven, the ways of heaven by those of Dao, 
and the ways of Dao by the Ziran (自然). Ziran (自然) is a Chinese word that means 
nature (Tang, 1983) ― Dao by the Ziran (自然) reveals the essence of Dao; it shows a 
profound respect for nature. The concept of Daoism is founded on this philosophy and 
methodology. Dao is not beyond or opposite to nature in any way; to the contrary it is 
conditioned by nature. Additionally, Tang Yijie stated that Ziran is the natural being of 
the universe, the word and all things in the universe and the world (Tang, 1983). This 
reinforces the idea that everything in the world has a natural state and that one should 
strive to attain a state of complete spontaneity in order to become what nature intended 
(Y. Li, 2010). In Daoism, the translation of element is Yuan (元) and Su (素), which have 
been inherited and used until now. Yuan means the origin and Su is the term for silk 
without the dye. In a broader sense, Yuan and Su are characteristics of harmony (Wu, 
Xie, & Mao, 2008). For the ancient Chinese, elements are not only forms expressed by 
some symbols and patterns, but they have also been the roots of traditional design in 
China for several thousand years.  
In its early history, China had some significant inventions. For example, the 
earliest paper was made in China; it had been used as woven mats for clothing, wrapping 
and personal hygiene (Y. Jin, 2007). Most Chinese early inventions related to agricultural 
society, such as bronze plows and seed drills. “Early scientific inventions such as the 
compass and the seismograph were examples of design that were both functional and 
beautiful” (Y. Jin, 2007). However, product innovation was a slow process in ancient 
China because of the weight of bureaucracy in an imperial environment. “Incentives for 
creating new things were small, and any exceptional item that was created was 
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immediately taken by the court” (Justice, 2012). Moreover, the core philosophy –
Confucianism – emphasized the preservation of the past, which negatively impacted on 
the desire of Chinese people for exploring innovative things. Between 1840 and 1949, 
China experienced a long period of wars; it also became the provider of natural resources 
for other countries. In this period, the development of pre-modernized industry in China 
relied on its resources or foreign factories for processing materials. Therefore, the design 
industry remained more or less stagnant. 
 
2.2.1.2. Chinese Design between 1949-1978 	
Between 1949 and 1966, state-owned enterprises and industries were the leaders 
of pre-modern industrialization in China. These enterprises brought rapid development to 
China in many fields. However, the “Cultural Revolution,” which started 1966 and lasted 
for 10 years, destroyed most of Chinese industries. During this period, the visual arts, 
crafts, and products were designed with the delivery of messages from the government. 
Design was used to send political messages and build a socialist national identity, 
something learned from the Soviets and which was dominant for a half century in China. 
For example, the cup shown in Figure 12 was designed during that time period; most 
Chinese families own one since it was their only choice in the marketplace. On the cup, 
the Chinese Characters can be translated into English as Fight for Greater Success, which 
implies fighting against “Capitalists” during the “Cultural Revolution”; the red flag was a 
political symbol for communists and proletariats who led the revolution in China.  
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Figure 12. Cups designed during Cultural Revolution in China 
Before the Cultural Revolution of 1966, two Chinese professors, Zhifo Chen14F15 
and Xunqin Pang15F16, traveled internationally, Cheng to Japan and Pang to France. Both 
were impressed by the German Bauhaus design style and brought what they learned back 
to China (Justice, 2012). This design style had impact on some products and graphics by 
way of abstract shapes and high-function features. However, schools and universities 
were shut down between 1966-1976. Therefore, the Bauhaus style was not influential in 
China; neither did it become popular.  
The most important design during the Cultural Revolution was the propaganda 
poster, which presented the ideal life and desires of China (Y. Jin, 2007). Figures of 
muscular workers drawn with bold, thick lines were the main visual characteristics of 
these posters and often featured Mao’s words, such as the poster shown in Figure 13.  
Posters were hung everywhere for decoration and the sending of messages as a way of 
showing the “determined mind” of the people. Chinese people have kept many of these 
																																																								
15 Zhifo Cheng(1896-1962), a Chinese artist, went to Japan around 1900. He introduced the ideas of 
Bauhaus in his article “Xiandai Biaoxian Pai-Meishu Gongyi” published in East Journal in 1929.  
16 Xunqin Pang (1906-1985), a Chinese artist, was in Germany in the early 1900s and was influenced by 
Bauhaus for creating modernist painting style in China.  
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posters because of their design and the memory that they conjure. Many graphics, 
products and fashions today, such as Figure 14, have integrated these same visual 
elements borrowed from these posters, which is becoming a style with decidedly marked 
“China features”.  
 
Figure 13. Poster designed during Cultural Revolution in China16F17 (ieshu.com, 2006).  	
 
Figure 14. Backpack designed by integrating some design elements from Cultural 
Revolution (Taobao.com, 2018). 																																																								
17 Chinese characters on the poster can be translated into “Life-time revolution, life-time study of Mao’s 
book. 
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A common direction when considering Chinese design is the emphasis on the 
importance of economic factors. But the political and social factors cannot be neglected 
since these mediate values, contexts, and meanings in design works (Bernadette, 2008). 
Contemporary Chinese values are embedded in both designs and products made in China, 
especially in graphic designs. For example, designer Ji Ji’s work “Shirt flags” utilizes the 
images of Chairman Mao Zedong’s head that were used in the posters in the period of the 
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). The images remind the Chinese people of past times, 
which were considered a disaster by Western World. For many Chinese, however, these 
past times were considered special and romantic. The T-shirt is very popular in China as 
a memento of the same period (Shanghai Daily, 2005).   
 
 
Figure 15. Chairman Mao propaganda poster T-shirt (Redbubble.com, 2018) 
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2.2.1.3. Chinese Design after the Open-Door Policy in 1978 	
Deng Xiaoping started the “Open Door” national policy in 1978 and pushed 
China into a path that combined capitalism and socialism. Deng wanted to stimulate 
economic growth by reforming the structure of the economy and by providing an 
environment for people who had the capability to become rich first and by allowing 
foreign investment into China, such as KFC and Coca-Cola. These two American 
companies were the first to enter China. Also, Deng promoted education and opened all 
the schools that had been closed during the Cultural Revolution.  
Along with the opening-up of China came the fast-growing consumer market, free 
trade and increased personal expression of freedom. Parts of southernmost China, such as 
Gunagzhou, Shenzhou, and Zhuhai, were designated as Special Economic Zones. These 
zones encouraged foreign investment and promoted a private economic sector. In less 
than a decade, factories for the manufacturing of foreign products quickly occupied these 
zones. Chinese workers in these factories learned to make all manner of everyday things 
from clothes and handbags to furniture, phones, toys and jewelry. At the same time 
(1980s to 1990s), most SOE (state-owned enterprises) also became stronger by way of 
financial support from the government. In the end, high-quality manufacturing and lower 
production costs attracted an influx of Western companies, which moved their factories 
to China and brought an economic boom to the country.  
While the West had spent hundreds of years to develop capitalism and 
consumerism with its theories and practices of branding, design and marketing, China 
compressed the same process in 30 years with the Open Door policy of 1978. It created 
		 56	
an economy based on a combination of capitalism and communism (Monks, 2009). This 
resulted in an accelerated development where the “learning curve for branding, design, 
marketing, innovation and intellectual property are sharp” (Justice, 2012). It also caused a 
chaotic environment for design with a complicated and unbalanced business environment.  
Initially, the cheap labor and resources attracted a large number of overseas 
enterprises to set up factories in China. Through successful joint-venture operations, 
China’s manufacturing capability was greatly upgraded. Meanwhile, the low-end product 
design capability was also improved. Nevertheless, the high-end product development 
relied heavily on intellectual property and design technologies from the developed 
countries; as a result, there were few high-end products invented and developed by local 
enterprises (“Design in Mainland China,” 2012). More importantly, a focus on the 
manufacturing of Western products and importing them to China impeded the stimulation 
for making and designing unique Chinese products. China profited from manufacturing 
and actually made significant innovations in processes to maximize profits. However, the 
idea of exploring new products and building their own brands was totally ignored (Justice, 
2012).  
 Since 1990, Chinese design has gradually developed, mostly driven by the 
domestic market and a consumer demand for branded products. Due to the complex 
interrelationship between design and infringement of intellectual property (IP), the most 
popular and successful “design method” is called Shanzhai, i.e., copycat. Shanzhai refers 
to both the culture and practice of producing fake versions of products, services, and 
brands. Because of its flexible operations, closer connection with consumers, and quick 
reaction to market, Shanzhai provides industry with a “smart” path to gain considerable 
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profits without investing in design, research and development (Keane, 2006). As (Yu, 
2012) summarized it in his book China in Ten words, the most common and important 
word is Shanzhai, “Once Copycat cell phones had taken China by storm, copycat digital 
cameras, copycat MP3 players, copycat game consoles and other pirated and knockoff 
products came pouring forth. Copycat brands have rapidly expanded to include instant 
noodles, sodas, milk, medications, laundry detergent and sports shoes, and so the word 
“copycat” has penetrated deep into every aspect of Chinese people’s lives. Copycat stars, 
TV programs, advertisements, pop songs, Spring Festival galas, Shenzhou 7 space 
capsules and Bird’s Nest national stadiums have all made a splash on the Internet, each 
revealing their own special flavor and gaining instant popularity” (Yu, 2012). That said, 
Shanzhai culture and fake products are a significant problem in China; they present a 
major threat to China’s continued development.  
The pursuit of short-term profits has blocked the development of an innovation 
culture in China. The reliance on borrowed ideas means that China is not creating 
products the rest of the world wants and needs. More specifically, Shanzhai culture has 
greatly impacted the design industry. On one hand, copycat design provides China with 
an opportunity to learn from West, the revision of the design in order to be suitable for 
the domestic markets presents a capability of incremental innovation of Chinese design. 
On the other hand, the Shanzhai approach by copying others is ruining the chances for the 
development of an original Chinese design style. In the end, Chinese design does not 
appear to have theoretical and systematic development because of the lack of research 
and theory.  
Fortunately, there have been steps taken in recent years toward an increased 
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respect for and enforcement of intellectual property and innovation in technology and 
product development in China. For example, Weibo, though modeled on Twitter, has 
innovated and helped take micro-blogging to a new level.  WeChat17F18 is a truly original 
and innovative social media/chat platform with millions of users outside China. Shanghai 
Tang18F19 continues to show that Chinese fashion and retail can be original and successful 
while Lenovo is evidence that a Chinese company can create new technologies, cutting-
edge products as well as smart and effective marketing strategies.   
 
2.2.2. Contemporary Chinese Design 
2.2.2.1. From Made in China to Designed in China 	
The Chinese way of modernizing in the 21st century includes several key factors: 
“…the end of cheap labor; record productivity growth to drive quarterly profits; a move 
from importing to exporting; a shifting balance between banks and capital markets; 
higher agricultural commodity prices; reversing environmental degradation” (Justice, 
2012). All these changes decidedly show that China has to transform its manufacturing-
oriented economy to new economy that is based on innovation and which relies highly on 
design. Concurrently, domestic consumers are driving more forcefully the development 
of local designs and brands because of their desire for better products and services.  
Chinese people born between 1970s and 1980s have benefited from the Open 
Door policy and have accessed education both at home and overseas. They were 																																																								
18 WeChat, known as Weinxin (微信) is an APP developed by Tencent. It is a multi-purpose social media 
with various functions, messaging, mobile payment, news, and etc. 
19 Shanghai Tang (上海滩) is a Fashion brand founded in 1994 by HongKong businessman David Tang. 
Their designs combine the Shanghai Cheongsam style with the modernity original from the West.  
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influenced by the culture of communism, capitalism and traditional Confucianism. 
Government directed values and Western culture influenced their lives and thinking. This 
was especially the case for the generation post 1980s, who were impacted by the one-
child policy and strong Western influence though the development of the internet. Most 
of them grew up in the last part of the 21st century; they have more control of their lives 
compared with their parents. For example, they can select where they want to live or the 
school they wish to attend by earning high grades. They also have access to more 
products, which has created a strong consumption culture in China. This same 
demographic has a desire for better and higher quality products; and they are pursing 
more self-identities and hoping to be different from others (Justice, 2012). Because art 
and design have been allowed to flourish once again in China, this generation of people 
has experienced a new Chinese culture including the arts. “The range of creative 
expression is apparent in the larger cities, and the audiences are sophisticated to 
appreciate the new work” (Justice, 2012). At the same time, this generation prefers 
Western products as a way of showing their status, but they also have interest in local and 
inexpensive items that represent some specialty of their taste. They expect Chinese local 
products to be low in price; high-priced Chinese products are still not generally accepted.  
These same Chinese consumers are more aware of brands and styles, particularly 
those living in large metropolitan centers such as Beijing, Shanghai and Shenzhen, where 
people have more choices. People check on various products and compare them with 
their peers in order to have the latest fashion and cutting-edge style. People also use 
certain products and brands to create an identity and demonstrate their social status. 
However, young consumers are brand conscious rather than being brand loyal. “Brand 
		 60	
loyalty was built over years in the West through extensive advertising directed at 
influencing consumers’ beliefs about a brand. Most western products have not been 
available in China long enough to develop brand loyalty, except for major brands such as 
KFC and Coca-Cola” (Justice, 2012). Moreover, the luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton 
and Burberry have gained an important market share in China. But these brands are 
facing a challenge from some Chinese brands, which may prove to be highly competitive 
in the coming years. The desire for products “designed in China” has put pressure on 
Chinese companies as well as on foreign brands for keeping their market share in China.  
China is eager to develop its own international brands in order to promote its 
economy and be more competitive in global market. Marketing and branding can 
strengthen regional economies, something that has been demonstrated in the West. Even 
though the manufacturing system in China is still competitive, increasing costs are 
forcing many corporations out of China, including international and domestic 
corporations (Justice, 2012). Therefore, a strategy that allows China to create its own 
brands and products is perceived as significant for economic growth.  
In the past 10 years, the demand in China for certain products and brands has 
increased. First, the need for luxury brands and products is being driven by wealthy 
people as well as the rising middle class, who want to show their status and be seen to be 
part of their peer group. Second, high-tech products, such as mobile phones, cameras, 
televisions and other such goods are becoming more popular in China. Third, fashion 
products, like designer bags and jewelry, are in high demand in China because of a desire 
for sophistication and attractiveness. Lastly, the demand for personal transportation is 
growing. Buying one or more cars has become a basic need for some Chinese families; 
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some families want to access even more high-end and good quality cars (Justice, 2012). 
Many Chinese corporations, such as Haier, Lenovo, and Li Ning, are now pushing 
their brands onto the international market. By working with Chinese designers and 
foreign designers alike, these companies have one goal in mind: becoming global 
competitive brands. At the same time, international corporations are recognizing the 
importance of the Chinese market; most now have branches in China, such as Coca-Cola, 
Google and Microsoft. They are hiring Chinese designers in order to pursue a deeper 
understanding of local culture. International design consultancies, such as IDEO, Nova, 
and Continuum, follow a similar pattern and look to local designers for designing 
products for the Chinese market.  
 
2.2.2.2. Searching for Chinese Design  	
Following Japan’s lead, Korea, Singapore and China injected design into their 
process of modernization. By the early 21st century, China had become an industrial 
power on the global stage. However, its strength was based on high-volume production 
and competitive costs of manufacturing. These features became China’s industrial 
identity, which brought it many opportunities for the production of high-tech components 
and products. Foxconn, the largest manufacturing company, is an excellent example; it 
was not only producing and assembling Apples products but had also built “Foxconn 
City,” which included a grocery store, bank, restaurants, bookstore and hospital for 
people living and working there (Ngai & Chan, 2012).  
Due to economic and social reasons, Chinese culture also has experienced great 
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changes. The old Confucian hierarchy and Communist ideas has become less dominant. 
“In the old China, obedience was of high value, and a subordinate working class served 
very well in China’s first state as workshop of the world. But what will drive China into 
next stage — the creation of distinctive Chinese products and design — will be the spirit 
of non-confronting, talented, creative artists and intellectuals” (Zhuang, 2008).  
Looking for unique Chinese designs that have highly identical features and 
qualities has become a vital challenge for the Chinese government, organizations and 
companies. Something that can be called Chinese design and that can represent the 
cultural identity of China and the Chinese people has caught the attention of many 
officials and has spurred investigations across China. However, it is not a simple question 
that can be answered quickly principally because of the complexity that exists between 
design and identity. Based on existing material and research, the discussion unfolds 
around the following audience: consumers, corporations, and scholars.  
Along with modernization in the world in general, many people seek not only the 
functions that products bring, but also the cultural value and emotional value that are 
implicit in products. The intangible elements of certain products are becoming more 
important for consumers. Donald Norman, the American engineer, psychologist and 
designer, has explained the three levels of recognition of a product; first is instinct; 
second is behavior; and third is reflection. In the end, users want to find meanings from 
products, which can meet their emotional needs. These meanings derive from reflection, 
not just instinct and behavior (Norman, 2007).  
As discussed previously, the development of Chinese industry and society helps 
the urban population. There has been a general increase in wealth, and the middle class is 
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becoming dominant. These people manifest their social status by the goods they purchase 
and own (Sparke, 2004). In addition, the enormous size of the population and the home 
market is critical for Chinese companies. The capability for satisfying their customers 
with added value products has become a crucial element for these manufacturers who 
now have to think about quality, not just quantity. In other words, consumer taste is 
beginning to influence the design of Chinese products, the country is transforming into a 
consumer society with an emergence of conscious aesthetic from the growing middle-
class consumers.  
Generally speaking, people strive to construct a personal and unique version of 
self. One way is by the association with and connection to everyday things, but not just 
any everyday thing. For example, the materiality of buildings, streets and green spaces 
are not that critical in the creation of self. What matters are the internal meanings of these 
same everyday things to people. If the internal meaning behind these everyday things can 
evoke the cultural identity shared by a group of individuals, they can then be considered 
as a unique design of a given nation. Design that can transcend deep sense of meaning 
into products instead of a superficial visual expression actually will be perceived as 
valuable in the Chinese market. In this sense, more Chinese designers should “focus their 
work on the expression of their culture with quality craftsmanship and materials” (Justice, 
2012).  
Chinese consumers show more concern for the products rather than their 
designers. As long as the product has embedded meaning that conforms to their culture, 
habits, and values, people will consider the product to be of Chinese design. Actually, 
some foreign designers may be quite capable for integrating “Chinese flavor” into their 
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designs. For example, the “Chinese chair” shown in Figure 16. was designed by Hans 
Wegner, a Danish designer. He had studied Chinese traditional furniture for many years 
and created this chair with strong Ming-Dynasty design style. This chair is considered to 
be a combination of Chinese traditional design and Modernism, although it was created 
by a foreign designer. We cannot ignore the fact that Hans Wegner was an expert on 
Chinese traditional furniture, and that he understood the design language as well as the 
meaning behind the forms.  
 
 
Figure 16. “Chinese Chair” designed by Hans Wegner (1stdibs.com, 2018). 
 
Zhang (2010) advocated that Chinese design can only be generated when it is 
focused on Chinese consumers; he raised three core concepts involved in the process. 
First, Chinese traditional culture-based designing means finding inspiration from Chinese 
culture for unique design styles and methods. Tradition not only refers to ancient China, 
but also implies a social construct that has shared same cultural context, experience, and 
ideas in China. Second, the focus should be on the lifestyle of the Chinese people. The 
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user experiences of the Chinese should be the core for Chinese design and the goal of 
design need to serve Chinese users first. The unique lifestyle would simulate the 
particular designs with Chinese identities. For example, Chinese people are used to hot 
water, which has formed a basic rule for bottle design in China, such as function to 
preserve the heat of hot water and to insulate the heat from hands of users. Third, form a 
comprehensive design supply-chain. Chinese design needs to avoid the simple pattern of 
combination of technologies and aesthetics; instead, it should look to an integration of 
various sectors in the process of production and consumption. This means including the 
production process, supply chain, marketing, service and recycling in the design process. 
 
2.3.  Design and Chinese Cultural Identity  	
Chinese design in the latter part of the 20th century has been impacted by outside 
influences. The introduction of Western design shocked Chinese designers (X. Wang, 
2010). Western design ideologies and styles have spread throughout China at an 
unprecedented pace, much like the impact of Modernism that emphasized a kind of 
standardization and uniformity. It appears that the increased cultural fusion with the West 
has had a direct impact of Chinese design. Examples of this fusion can be seen from the 
city layouts to movie posters across all of China. The unintended consequences of 
globalization have manifested themselves by the loss of a unique Chinese cultural 
identity (Q Sun, 2010).  
 The differences between Chinese and Western cultures can create nationwide 
cultural discussions when dealing with design. On one hand, some Chinese are in favor of 
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integrating Western culture with Chinese because this is an expected by-product of 
globalization; on the other hand, other Chinese advocate an adherence to tradition (Guo, 
2010). As Manzini explained, “When society and individulas are increasingly realizing 
what it means to live in a limited and interconnected world, what emerges is not a unified 
global society but an exasperated search for identity, both indvidual and collective. This 
search for identity also includes claiming the right to maintain different values.” (Manzini, 
2010)  
 Despite the strong influences of globalization, the Chinese have been able to 
defend their identity and highlight their cultural values. The Chinese have become 
protective of their heritage and are eager to do research about its cultural essence. China’s 
confidence and introspection began to increase during the booming economy of the early 
21st century. The Chinese have discovered that in spite making reference to Western 
culture, they need to keep their uniquely rich and deep culture. This has been reflected in 
design, as many designers have stopped mimicking international styles. Instead, 
designers are exploring deeper into Chinese culture (Guo, 2010).  
 In this context, many Chinese designers have begun to discover innovative 
directions from their traditions in order to create a Chinese design identity. The 
traditional arts and longstanding craft skills have had great impact on the modern design 
movement in China. For example, Pizaa Hut resterauts in China look different with 
specific design elements. The hybrid between tradition and modernist designs has led to 
an interesting usage of traditional Chinese colors, red and yellow in its interior design as 
it expands in the Chinese market. Similarly, the appreciation of Chinese traditions 
stimulates the research of traditional applied arts, such as calligraphy and ceramics. At 
		 67	
the same time, the ideologies behind Chinese arts and crafts, like Daoism and 
Confucianism, are widely explored and discussed. 
 
 
Figure 17. Pizza Hut restaurant in Fuzhou, China (wxnmh.com, 2018) 
	
However, seeking cultural identity from traditions alone cannot be considered as 
the only way for design to achieve the goal of promoting Chinese design. Because China 
has become a very different country since the Open Door Policy, a traditional ideology 
may not be appropriate for contemporary life. Furthermore, design has to be connected to 
the market by way of consumption as a way to realize its value. User experience is an 
important first criterion. In this context, designers have to find a way to integrate all the 
possible and related factors instead of just focusing on tradition. Chinese design needs to 
exist in a comprehensive picture, one that balances culture, technology, user, and market.  
Moreover, from a macro perspective, design shapes the images of the country and 
its cities, improves the life quality of its citizens and more importantly promotes its 
cultural identity by producing culturally relevant products. “Design is a poweful tool to 
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transform intangible culture into tangible products, to present the competitiveness of a 
country in both hard power and soft-power” (Dong & Du, 2009).  In terms of region, 
certain design products or styles could be designed to brand a city with a strong identity 
by expressing the culture and values of the city. Many Chinese cities compete for the 
name of “City of Design” as well as build design clusters19F20 with the hope that design 
could bring more economic growth while at the same time bringing a new urban aethetic 
and lifestyle to its citizens. For example, the design industry clusters in Shanghai have 
renewed the inner city by the reconstruction of the landscape and the reuse of old 
industrial sites and the preservation of old structures. The urban function is thereby 
transfromed and impacts greatly on socio-culture in Shanghai. Most importantly, these 
clusters build an image of Shanghai as a creative and innovative city (Zheng & Chan, 
2014).  
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
20 In China, design clusters mean certain areas of a city that was developed as concentration of design 
industries. The regional government provides supports for the companies in the clusters. For example, 
clusters might be neighborhoods or districts like Shoreditch in London, Lower East Side of NYC, Belleville 
or Marais in Paris.  
		 69	
CHAPTER 3.  
METHODOLOGY 	
3.1. A Research Approach Based on Grounded Theory 	
A review of published literature reveals that the research of Original Chinese 
design and its interaction with Chinese culture is a recent activity. Modern design 
theories have appeared in China over the last two decades; most are built on the existing 
20th century theories from the West. At the same time, the ways that Chinese designers 
are approaching Original Chinese design are principally based on explorations by 
practitioners, which remain ambiguous across various design fields in China. Overall, the 
phenomenon of Original Chinese design in contemporary China is unfolding in a 
complex context with confusing terminology and a lack of comprehensive studies.  
Due to the limited research available about Chinese original design, this study 
offers an opportunity to provide grounds for the exploration of an aspect of Chinese 
design and could open the door to a more investigations and research in the future. The 
quest for appropriate research methods for this study is focused on the social sciences, 
where grounded theory emerged. This approach allows the researcher to begin the 
investigation by exploring the area of study, rather than addressing an existing theory or 
hypothesis (Strauss & Corbin, 1988). Grounded theory allows for theory building in 
which it is possible to identify key parameters in the field. Theory is generated from data, 
systematically gathered, and analyzed through the research process. Grounded theory is 
therefore an exploratory method; it is particularly useful in capturing complexity, gaining 
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understanding about practice, supporting the theorizing of ‘new’ areas and brining new 
perspectives to existing theoretical framework (Locke, 2001).  
Grounded theory has been applied in the social sciences for many years, but only 
recently began to be used in design research. Grounded theory is known for its 
adaptability for different needs based on a researcher’s objectives; it is also easy to 
integrate with several other methods. For example, Lopes’ s dissertation, which focuses 
on interdisciplinary collaboration in design, combines grounded theory with ethnography, 
actor-network theory, discourse analysis, and ethnomethodology (Lopes, 2008). 
Adaptation and integration have been encouraged by (Glaser & Strauss, 1999) : “Our 
principal aim is to stimulate other theorists to codify and publish their own methods for 
generating theory.” Researchers and practitioners from different fields value grounded 
theory because of its adaptability and flexibility, which can continue throughout the 
entire research rather than just at the beginning of research design (Glaser & Strauss, 
1999). In other words, the methods for collecting data can be adjusted anytime based on 
the gathered data. Research can feed back to itself when accumulated experience gained 
from practical exercises (Sevaldson, 2005).  
This research uses grounded theory as the basis for the investigation. It examines 
furniture design in select SMEs in select cities in China in order to explore the emerging 
scenario of Chinese product design that is both contemporary and original. This research 
investigates these SMEs from several perspectives such as the origin of design concepts, 
processes used, business strategies employed as well as experiences and challenges. The 
goal is to build a foundation for understanding the interaction that exists among Chinese 
culture, furniture design and design SMEs in terms of developing contemporary Chinese 
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original design. Additionally, the research will provide key implications for other design 
fields, design research, cultural studies and design entrepreneurship. 
There are several reasons for using grounded theory in this research:  
1) There is no existing developed theory that explains Original Chinese design and 
its practices in contemporary China.  
2) Instead of testing a theory, grounded theory emphasizes exploration; consequently, 
the goal of this research is to provide grounds for further investigation of the 
phenomenon and related issues.  
3) As an exploratory method, grounded theory provides the possibility of improving 
the process as it progresses, which allows adjustment and adaptation due to the 
changing situation in the field research.  
4) Grounded theory encourages the combination of various types of data from 
different research methods as long as they are appropriate operable.  
 
3.2. Research Strategy, Sampling, and Methods 
3.2.1. Justification of Furniture Design as a Case  	
There are several reasons for selecting furniture design as an example to explain 
the development of original Chinese design: 
1) Furniture is low-technology but design-intensive; its design would not be highly 
constrained by the development in technology. Designers can have more latitude 
to be creative in their pursuit of Original Chinese design and can do so from 
different perspectives.  
		 72	
2) Furniture, especially residential furniture, is quite intimate and customized to 
users. Furniture can create a certain identity for users, which decides furniture 
designer need more consideration about users’ cultural backgrounds in a 
comprehensive way. 
3) Diversity in style is one of the most significant features in furniture design, which 
is manifested by way of different functions, materials, forms, structures, 
techniques, manufacturing, etc. To be successful, designers need to consider 
context and design from various perspectives and do so in a creative way. 
4) China has a long history of making distinctive furniture with strong cultural 
identity. This heritage provides a rich resource for inspiring contemporary design 
both in the West and the East. Additionally, traditional Chinese furniture was not 
influenced by industrialization and globalization; consequently, it was able to 
keep a more “pure Chinese” style, which provides a strong foundation for the 
development of contemporary Chinese furniture design.  
5) In terms of original design, furniture design is in a more advantageous position 
compared to other industrial products in China. It is a kind of pioneer in the 
exploration of original design based on Chinese culture, which may perhaps serve 
as an example for other design fields. Well-designed Chinese furniture has been 
exhibited in many international events, such as the Milan Salone. Furniture design 
appears to be the evidence for the rising of Chinese original design.  
 
This research focuses on studying furniture SMEs to explore the development of 
original Chinese design. Furniture production is a resource-based and labor-intensive 
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industry. Most of larger Chinese furniture companies focuses on competition of cost, 
market and export (Jin, 2007). Since their large contract manufacture base, it is difficult 
for these companies to adjust strategies and turn to develop original designs and 
innovative capabilities (Sagren, 2003). In contrast, based on the primary research, SMEs 
in Chinese furniture industry are more design-oriented, creative and exploratory. 
Generally speaking, design is more important for boosting competitive performance in 
SMEs and for differentiating themselves with the large companies in the market (Gemser, 
Candi, & van den Ende, 2011). Especially in the past decade, the Chinese government 
has highly promoted innovation and entrepreneurship, which provides resources and 
opportunities for creative SMEs to grow and expand in the domestic market. These SMEs 
have been recognized as new power to shift Chinese design industry from Shanshai to 
original innovation (Jin, 2007).  
 
3.2.2. Sampling Strategy 	
 As the research subjects, the SMEs in furniture industry were selected by the 
following criteria:  
1) The selected SMEs have a reputation for producing and promoting Chinese 
original design.  Since 2010, most of them were invited once or several times by 
“Design Beijing” or “Design Shanghai”. They are two international design events 
hosted by Beijing and Shanghai, much like Milano Salone. They exist to build a 
platform for assembling design resources, promoting Chinese design, and 
connecting designers to the market. Each year, these events invite design 
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companies, design institutions, and individual designers from all over China that 
produce unique products representative of Chinese original design. 
2) These SMEs see themselves as pioneers of Chinese original furniture design and 
consider culture-design interaction as one of their main design values 
(concepts/ideas/philosophies/principles). Either the designers or the managers 
have a strong awareness of Chinese culture; their goal is to promote Chinese 
design and to build strong original design brands; they claim to be pursuing high 
quality Chinese original design.  
3) The products of the SMEs selected have been on the market for at least three 
years. They have to have survived in the Chinese market in order to show their 
capability and competitiveness as original design brands. Also, competing in the 
market can bring more understanding and experience about the relationship 
between design, culture, market, and users. Hence, the three-years requirement 
assures that those SMEs can provide comprehensive and in-depth perspectives in 
promoting Original Chinese design in furniture industry.  
 
Based on the criteria above, 30 SMEs were selected as research subjects in this 
study; each one focuses on furniture design that is both contemporary and original. They 
are located in five cities: Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, Chengdu, and Hangzhou. These 
SMEs have been recognized as providers of Chinese original furniture design with a 
strong consideration for the integration of Chinese culture and design. Each SME has its 
own design and marketing teams, which allows them to address product development, 
including design, marketing strategies, and sales. Some SMEs, however, cannot 
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manufacture the furniture and must therefore rely on independent factories to produce 
their furniture. An in-depth investigation about those SMEs is conducted in the research 
by applying various research methods with the goal of finding the present scenario and 
emerging picture of Chinese original design, now and in the near future. See Appendix A 
for the SMEs and their representative products.  
 
3.3. Research Methods 
3.3.1.  Semi-structured Interviews   	
Semi-structured interviews of designers and officials in the selected SMEs were 
used to explore the attitudes, values, beliefs and motives of certain activities. By way of 
the answers, such interviews enhanced the gathering and clarification of information 
(Richardson, Dohrenwend, & Klein, 1965). Compared to standardized structured 
interviews, semi-structured interviews are more flexible and adjustable for varied 
interviewees with different professional, educational and personal backgrounds (Barriball, 
1994). The unstructured circumstance of some interviews maximizes the potential 
interaction between interviewer and respondents, which can break down the barriers, 
reduce tensions and maintain conversation (Oppenheim, 1992). Such an approach 
provides the opportunity to seek deeper and broader information beyond facilitating 
questions, which can bring new perspectives about the research topic and reveal 
unexpected but valuable information.  
The purpose of this research is to gain qualitative data of comprehensive 
information from the subjects. In addition, explicit and systematical information is 
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needed when considering the approach of grounded theory in order to generate a new 
theory. Therefore, semi-structured interviews are suitable for an in-depth understanding 
of the furniture SMEs selected, including their products, design philosophy, business 
strategy, and challenges in the market. The participants were the founders and/or 
designers of the SMEs. The interviews included face-to-face meetings or video 
interviews when face-to-face meetings were not possible. 
The semi-structured interview has 14 open-ended questions with four main 
themes: 1) basic information about the company and its employees, such as the size, 
location, backgrounds of the employees, and reasons for establishing the company; 2) 
design VCIPP of the company to pursue original Chinese design and reasons for these 
values; 3) design process and business strategy of the company to be successful to 
promote original Chinese design; and 4) challenges the company has been through and 
the vision about the future of the original Chinese design. See Appendix B for the 
interview questions.  
In all, there were 38 participants interviewed from the 30 SMEs selected; on 
average, the time for each interview was about 100 minutes. The interviews followed the 
previously identified topics but they could at times stray from the guide all the while 
focusing on the original Chinese design. Over 95 percent of the interviews were audio 
recorded, and all the participation was voluntary.  
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3.2.2. Case Study 	
Case study research brings an understanding of a complex issue or object and can 
extend experience or add strength to what is already known through previous research. A 
case study focuses on contextual analysis of certain number of subjects, events or 
conditions as well as their relationships. Each subject needs to be considered in certain 
contexts since they are connected to social, political historical and personal issues. 
Various possibilities and the comparisons between subjects could add more complexity to 
the case study. As an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 
terms of certain context, a case study encourages researcher to explore multiple resources 
and use various data gathering methods to produce more understanding of the cases (Yin, 
1984). Additionally and comparing with other structured research methods, such as 
questionnaires, a case study mostly likely can lead to creative insights and new theories 
(Voss, Tsikriktis, & Frohlich, 2002). 
 
The semi-structured interview provides comprehensive review of the selected 
SMEs with understanding their core ideas and strategies to pursue Chinese original 
design. A case study approach is used to study their design activities, with the goal of 
drawing out the process of how these SMEs transform their design ideas into products. 
The researcher followed closely the designing processes in order to explore the 
similarities and differences of the cases. It is important to remember that the case study 
emphasizes the contextual analysis of the design activities, including the cultural 
backgrounds, personnel issues, social conditions, and marketing environments. Multiple 
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resources and various methods are used in order to understand the activities of in certain 
contexts.  
 
Case	Selection			
Initial data collected in the primarily background study and semi-structured 
interview formed the foundation of the criteria for choosing cases studies. For this 
research, a deliberate sampling is the most appropriate in order to select a group of SMEs 
on the basis of their relevance to the research. In the sampling process, subjects can be 
selected because they possess some characteristics that are important for the study. Six 
representatives were selected from 30 SMEs after the semi-structured interview as cases 
for an in-depth investigation. Generally speaking, they needed to have more differences 
than similarities, which can present broader perspectives and more comprehensive 
scenarios; furthermore, the representatives are open for a detailed study of their design 
processes and willingness to share their information and experiences. In the line with 
these notions, a framework was set up for cases sampling:  
 
1) Founders with different backgrounds 
There were 30 SMEs participants for the semi-structured interviews. These SMEs 
have founders with various backgrounds, which were sorted into following three groups.  
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Table 1  
Founders’ backgrounds of the SMEs 
Founder’s Background Numbers of SME Percentage 
Designer 22 74% 
Non-Designer 4 13% 
Designer + Non-Designer20F21 4 13% 
 
 22 out of 30 companies have designers as their founders; 14 were founded by 
non-designers, including engineers, businessmen, artists, and advertising people; the 
remaining four were founded by teams of designers and non-designers. In the case study, 
six SMEs were selected from the 30 SMEs after the semi-structured interview. Generally 
speaking, it is most often the founders of the SMEs who decide values and the principal 
directions in development. The different backgrounds and experiences of these founders 
determine their understanding of design, Chinese culture and strategy for business 
Therefore, the six SMEs participating the case study need to cover the variety of founders’ 
backgrounds that are indicated in the table above.  
 
2) SMEs located in different regions  
Table 2. shows the geographical distribution of the 30 SMEs participating the 
semi-structured interviews. The six SMEs selected for the case studies after the semi-
structured interview are from across all five cities. Two21F22 are from Beijing, and one each 
																																																								
21 There are two or more founders, who have different professional backgrounds. One of them has design 
background.  
22 The reason for selecting two SMEs from Beijing is because, in the 30 SMEs participating semi-structured 
interview, there are twice as many SMEs located in Beijing than there are in the other cities.  
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from Shanghai, Shenzhen, Chengdu and Hangzhou. The cases are representative of the 
regions, which reveal the influence of local culture and social conditions on original 
Chinese design.  
 
 
Figure 18. Geographic distribution of the five cities 
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Table 2 
Locations of the SMEs 
Location Numbers Percentage 
Beijing 11 37% 
Hangzhou 6 20% 
Shenzhen 5 17% 
Shanghai 4 13% 
Chengdu 4 13% 
 
3) Different sizes  
The 30 SMEs selected for the semi-structure interview were divided into five 
categories based on the numbers of employees, as seen in Table 3. As an important 
indicator, size can imply how successful and competitive the company is in the market, 
potentially revealing if they are having effective and impactful values, activities, and 
strategies. Six cases selected from the 30 SMEs should be cross the five categories, two22F23 
from category E, and each from category A, B, C, and D.  
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
23 The reason of having two in category E is that this category has twice as many SMEs than as any other 
category.  
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Table 3 
Different Sizes of SMEs 
Category Size (Employee) Numbers Percentage 
A More than 50 4 13% 
B 30-50 6 20% 
C 20-30 5 17% 
D 10-20 5 17% 
E Fewer than 10 10 33% 
 
In line with the three principles above, six SMEs were selected into the case study;   
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Table 4 
Basic information of six SMEs for case studies 
Company Founder  Location  Size Establish 
year  
Branding 
1 Designer Beijing D 2007 Life, natural and 
meaningful; Meet basic needs, 
Simple materials, craftsmanship, 
traditional spirits. 
2 Designer Beijing E 2011 Use simple and pure form and 
material to build furniture last 
forever  
3 Designer  Shanghai  B 2006 “BAN”—pursue integration of 
artifacts and meaning, find 
balance between materials and 
spirits.  “MU”—explore wood 
and other similar materials that 
involves time and life; integrate 
materials, ergonomic, 
craftsmanship, and eastern 
wisdom about life; seek for 
quietness and calmness in 
urbanized society; new path for 
Contemporary Chinese  furniture 
design.  
4 Designer
+ Non-
designer 
Shenzhen A 2007 “Chinese but fashion” Integrate 
contemporary fashion to and 
traditional design, meet the 
functional needs of modern life as 
well as keep the traditional 
“Shenyue” Romantic Charm.  
5 Non-
designer  
Chengdu C 2007 Build artistic life—bring arts to 
life, inherit Chinese traditional 
craftsmanship, insist original 
design  
6 Designer  Hangzhou  E 2012 Simplicity + Chinese design 
elements, build furniture of 
natural, quite, and clean.  
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Methods	for	data	collection			
1) Site visit of the design studio/workshop/factory/store 
In the case study part of the research, the site visits included direct observation 
and engaged conversations. These activities can provide the researcher with opportunities 
to know what is happening in the setting and interact with participants in order to 
generate new ideas or insights (Pauly, 2012). In this research, site visits of the select six 
SMEs were undertaken with the designers or staff as guides, including observation of 
ongoing activities, and discussion of relative issues. The goal of the site visits was to 
understand more about the product development processes, working environments and 
cultures, challenges in practices and so forth. The information gathered from the site 
visits provides supplementary data and cross-references for the semi-structured 
interviews. At the same time, findings from the site visits led to new questions or topics 
significant for the research, that were explored in the following unstructured interviews.   	
2) Unstructured interviews 
The unstructured interview tends to be like an everyday conversation that is free 
flowing and informal, which allows for spontaneous questions developed during the 
conversation (Bailey, 2008). By building a better rapport, the interviewer may ask 
participants to go further into certain topics and discover important information to 
uncover more complex issues (Corbin & Morse, 2003). Sometimes, the unstructured 
interview has been considered more credible and valid than structured interview since the 
participants can follow the “natural paths of free association” (Gorden, 1969). Moreover, 
different reactions and responses from participants force interviewers to change the 
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question spontaneously in order to reach an understanding of real situation (Bailey, 
2008).  
The goal of conducting unstructured interviews is to understand more about the 
six SMEs selected as case studies by way of casual conversations without any prepared 
guidance. In such an interaction, the hope is to find out unexpected insights from 
participants beyond the stereotype and hypothesis for Chinese design and design SMEs. 
Due to the limitation of time, some interviews happened along with the site visits; hence, 
the conversation often focused on but was not constrained by what had been observed; 
other interviews were undertaken after the site visits with unstructured discussions 
around such topics as design, China and their business activities. An interview could 
often take three hours or more, which allowed the participants to provide a 
comprehensive and in-depth story about themselves, especially the contextual issues 
behind their design activities. 
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CHAPTER 4.  
DATA ANALYSIS 	
4.1. Framework of the Data analysis  	
The goal of the research is to understand the scenario of Chinese original furniture 
design and its interaction with Chinese culture in terms of the core design values, 
processes, business strategies, and the challenges as well as its emerging future. 
Therefore, most information gained from the research is presented as qualitative data, 
which decides that the analysis is based on translating, interpreting, coding, categorizing, 
and summarizing. After conducting the semi-structured interviews for the selected 30 
SMEs, the researcher analyzed the interview data. Referring to the Table 3.1, Table 3.2, 
and Table 3.3 in the previous chapter, they show the basic information of the 30 SMEs in 
terms of their founders’ backgrounds, locations, and sizes. As the first step, the primary 
analysis provides a general understanding of the 30 selected SMEs as well as builds the 
foundation for the data analysis that follows.  
First, integrate the data from the semi-structured interviews and case studies. The 
data gathered from case studies provide comprehensive perspectives and in-depth 
understandings about the issues raised by the participants in the semi-structured 
interviews. By integrating all sources of qualitative data, the analysis can have more 
consistent and completed pictures for those SMEs selected in the research.  
Second, code the data by interpreting and summarizing the information both from 
semi-structured interviews and case studies. There are many ways to code the qualitative 
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data. Coding data in this research focused on summing up the qualitative information into 
key words with the goal of answering the research questions in a clear and explicit way. 
Also, coded data was easier for information to be categorized and theorized in order to 
compare the differences and similarities among subjects as well as seek for insightful 
findings. 
Third, categorize and compare the coded data. Referring to the research questions, 
in order to understand the present scenario of original Chinese furniture design, four 
themes-motivation, design VCIPP and design process, business strategy, challenge and 
opportunity, constituted the main framework for categorizing the data. Moreover, those 
SMEs were grouped based on their founders’ backgrounds, sizes, and locations, and the 
researcher compared the differences and similarities among those groups in terms of their 
ideas and practices for original Chinese furniture design.  
The process of the analysis is showed in the following Figure:  
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Figure 19. Framework for data analysis 
	
4.2. Motivation to Seek Original Chinese Furniture Design  
4.2.1. Understanding of Original Design  	
Around 70% of designers interviewed do not agree with the concept of “Original 
Design” that has been advocated by Chinese media and public. They believe design 
already includes the concept of being original and innovative. When discussing Chinese 
design, it should automatically be considered as original rather than “Shanzhai”. For 
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example, one designer with experience both in academia and the profession, said: “In 
China, the concept of original carries more social cultural meaning than design itself. The 
country needs the concept as a brand to show its determination to fight against the 
Shanzhai phenomenon as well as to promote innovation, and protect IP.”  
For the remaining 30% of designers, nothing is original when considering Chinese 
design, since contemporary Chinese design is always influenced by visual elements, 
structures, techniques or design ideas from Chinese traditional design or western design. 
This is especially the case with Contemporary Chinese design, which has been impacted 
by the West for the past several decades – from design theories and methods to 
educational models and practices. It is difficult to create or develop “original design” 
beyond the western system of design.  
However, almost all the SMEs in the research label themselves as creators of 
Chinese original furniture while they promote their brands to the public. Based on the 
information gathered during the research, the main reasons for them doing so are the 
following: first, advocating original design can differentiate the furniture style from other 
furniture design trends such as such as American style, European style or Japanese style; 
second, Chinese customers from a younger generation are generally more aware of the 
value of design and of pursuing self-identity by products they purchased, and therefore, 
the original Chinese furniture could have a higher price with its comparable quality in the 
market; third, since the concepts, characteristics and theories of Chinese design have not 
been clearly defined, and original design is used as a understandable term for people such 
as designers, users, public media, and institutes that promote Chinese design to 
communicate with each other.  
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4.2.2. Reasons to Pursue Original Design 	
From a macro perspective, as discussed previously, China needs innovative and 
original design for upgrading its industry from “made in China” to Design in China”, 
meeting the needs of consumers, and promoting the national and regional identity. In 
terms of this research, there is an assumption that the needs of the market drive the 
development of Chinese original design, which plays a significant role for the creative of 
these SMEs in the first place. However, the research indicates that a small percentage of 
the selected SMEs consider the market as the main reason for pursuing Chinese original 
design. Instead, the following aspects are the internal drivers that were identified by the 
participants in the research as reasons for pursuing original Chinese design:  	
 
Figure 20. Reasons to pursue original Chinese design 
	
Interest/Passion 
for Design  
53% (16) 
Promote 
Traditional 
Culture 30%(10) 
Explore 
ContemporaryChi
nese life 10%(3) 
Market 6%(2) 
Reason to Pursue Original Chinese Design  
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Interest/passion	for	design		
Over 50% of the participants indicated that their interest and passion about 
furniture design drives them to explore high-quality and original designs. Although they 
were intrigued by various reasons for creating their business, they shared a strong passion 
about design and were highly self-driven in developing original furniture. Some of the 
founders started their business when they could not find the right furniture for their 
homes or particular interiors; some of them have experience and worked in furniture 
design or other related industry for many years; many of them gained self-satisfaction by 
designing and they were eager to create their design brands with strong identities that can 
be accepted and understood by certain audience.  
 Advocates	of	traditional	Chinese	culture		
Around 30% of designers/founders believe the traditional culture of China should 
be part of modern Chinese society as a way to guide the lifestyles and attitudes of 
Chinese people. They strongly associate Chinese furniture design with Chinese culture 
that is embedded in the unique Chinese lifestyle, particularly in traditional China. 
Therefore, this group of designers/founders sees traditional furniture as representative 
artifacts to create a consistent image that share certain visual, functional and spiritual 
features of traditional culture. This belief in traditional culture and design drives them to 
pursue original furniture design with a strong cultural identity, which also explains why 
they look to traditional furniture for inspiration.  
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Explore	contemporary	Chinese	lifestyle		
About 10% of participants raised the dilemma of contemporary Chinese furniture 
design that cannot, in their opinion, create a sustainable, quality and meaningful lifestyle 
for Chinese people. Also, members of this group believe it is the responsibility of 
designers to change the situation by providing better products and experiences for users 
in the context of a modernized society. They are developing designs of original furniture 
for a modern lifestyle as well as exploring the cultural identity of contemporary Chinese 
design.  	Market	trends		
Of the 30 selected SMEs in the research, only two considered the market trends as 
the main reason for starting their original furniture design business. They emphasized the 
needs of younger generation along with a growing market in China. They were also eager 
to build influential Chinese furniture brands with the goal of promoting original designs 
as well as being successful as entrepreneurs in a competitive market.  
 
4.3. Design Value/Concept/Idea/Philosophy/Principle  	
In this research, design VCIPP means the core ideas that form the basis for the 
furniture design of the selected SMEs. The design VCIPP reveals their understanding 
about Chinese original design as well as the goals they set up for their designs and 
businesses. The research explored the top three design VCIPPs for each participating 
SMEs, how they understand of those design VCIPPs, and why they consider certain 
design VCIPP as significant for Chinese original furniture design.  
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In the following section, the researcher analyzed the most shared design VCIPPs 
that appeared primarily in the research of those SMEs. The process involves explaining 
the content, meaning and significance of each design VCIPP. Also, it seeks the 
connections underlying those design VCIPPS and summarizes the present trends for 
original Chinese furniture design in terms of its values and theoretical framework.  
The six most-shared design VCIPPs are:  
 
Table 5 
The most shared Design VCIPPs of the SMEs 
Design VCIPP Number of SMEs Percentage 
 
Culturally-loaded Design  
 
16 
 
53% 
 
Innovation  
 
10 
 
33% 
 
Simplicity  
 
9 
 
30% 
 
Contemporary Chinese Lifestyle 
 
8 
 
26% 
 
Evolve from Traditional Design 
 
8 
 
26% 
 
Market-led 
 
6 
 
20% 
 
Culturally	loaded	design		
 
When developing products, the research showed that 53% of the SMEs positioned 
culturally-loaded design in their top three design VCIPPs. The term, culturally-loaded 
design, is derived from a common concept in the field of language and cross-culture 
communication – culturally-loaded words. “Culturally-loaded words and expressions are 
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loaded with specific cultural information and indicate complex cultural contexts. They 
are the direct and indirect reflection of certain culture in the structure of words and 
expression” (Hu, 1999). In addition, culturally-loaded words are tied to the way of life of 
people (Newmark, 1998). They reflect history, culture, living habits and folk customs of 
a group where a certain language and expression are used and embedded with obvious 
characteristics of certain culture (D. Wang, 1998).  
To draw an analogy, culturally-loaded design focuses on with specific cultural 
meanings; it needs to deeply connect to the way of people’s life in certain culture; and it 
reflects the culture, history, living habits and customs by using tangible and intangible 
design elements, which can be understood by people some familiarity of the culture. In 
the context of this research, particularly, culturally-loaded design involves the following 
two perspectives.  
First, enhancing the way of Chinese life by creating furniture that can remind and 
emphasize certain lifestyles from both material and spiritual perspectives. By doing so, 
these SMEs hope to leverage the essential characteristics of Chinese culture in the 
contemporary society, such as humble, integrity and harmony. In the other words, most 
of designers in the research consider the way of Chinese life has lost during the 
globalization, especially the spiritual parts. They believe culturally-loaded design can 
help with bringing back those unique characteristics by changing the lifestyles of their 
users.  
Second, these SMEs want to meet the needs of Chinese customers in new 
generation, who are seeking more slef-identities and cultural meanings from the products 
they use. As discussed in previous chapter, users with Chinese cultural background could 
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understand the meanings reflected by these original furniture; they appreciate the designs 
because of their memories and experiences; and they have strong needs for values and 
identities while growing up in a world of material prosperity. As one interviewees 
indicated users can strongly feel the differences when products associate with their 
culture or not, particularly Chinese have particular living habits and aesthetics.  
Culturally-loaded design is not a simple and standardized process since China has 
a long history with complicated cultures. In this research, when designers/entrepreneurs 
discussed Chinese culture that they mainly consider for original furniture design, they 
were focusing on different aspects of Chinese culture. The following are several aspects 
showed in Figure 21 that has been frequently mentioned in terms of culturally-loaded 
design:  
 
 
Figure 21. Design VCIPP-Culturally-loaded design 
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a) Cultural self-awareness  
The cultural backgrounds of designers and their life experiences have 
significant influences on their minds-set, personalities, and understandings about 
design. Both in tangible and intangible ways, Chinese culture has great impact on 
designers when they deciding their design VCIPPs. Along with the anti-Shanzhai 
design trends, many Chinese designers are able to draw from their intuitions, 
memories and insights of their own cultural roots. On one hand, Chinese designers 
automatically consider the lifestyle and habits of the Chinese users when designing, 
such as drinking hot water, tea culture, and big families; on the other hand, those 
designers have certain tastes and preferences in terms of design elements and 
principles that have developed and evolved; for example, wood has been considered 
as the principal material for furniture. As one of the designers said in the interview: 
“Culture and design is unable to be spoken out, the feelings and the right things are 
there…in most time designers just need to follow their intuitions to create products 
with cultural identity.”  
 
b) Artistic expression  
Artistic expression involves the idea of bringing spiritual aspects of Chinese 
art and/or artists into design. Applying principles, elements, and ideas from Chinese 
traditional art, such as paintings, sculpture or crafts into their furniture. “Making 
Chinese life more artistic” is one phrase mentioned by representatives of three SMEs 
that make furniture more like creating art pieces. Some of their products have 
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received awards from art communities. For example, the screen shown in Figure 22 
was considered as an art piece rather than sold as a piece of home furniture.  
 
Figure 21.  The screen as an art piece for auction (“PUSU Design-Shan Shui Ping Feng,” 
2018) 
c) Localization 
Localization means focusing on local culture in certain regions rather than 
considering Chinese culture from a national perspective. The geographical differences 
reflect different socio-cultures and lifestyles of regions, which have had a great 
impact on the design of the artifacts people use. Some designers insist that the 
culturally-loaded design should provide full consideration of the local and/or regional 
culture, which can lead to a variety of Chinese designs as well as meeting the specific 
needs of users in certain regions.  
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d) Traditional Chinese literati culture 
Certain intellectual groups in Chinese history have had strongly identical 
social images that have been perceived as cultural characteristics for Chinese society, 
such as dignity, integrity, and generosity. Moreover, there have been specially 
designed artifacts for the Chinese literati that expressed their attitudes towards life; 
for example, the desk in Figure 22 was designed for writing calligraphy with 
particular size, heights and functions. Advocating literati culture means inheriting the 
culture through design with integrating, redesigning, and applying the representative 
features of the traditional artifacts for literati. For example, the bookshelf in the 
Figure 23, from one of the SMEs in the research, was inspired by a traditional 
bookshelf from Song Dynasty in China. It inherited the main form, line, color, and 
materials with some modification on the sizes and structure to fit a contemporary 
interior.  
 
 
Figure 22. A desk for writing calligraphy — designed by one of the SMEs 
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Figure 23. A bookshelf inspired by Song Furniture — designed by one of the SMEs 
e) Spiritual and meaningful life——Zen, Dao culture and traditional philosophy.  
Some designers interviewed for the research emphasize the spiritual meaning 
of products. They design furniture by following the principles of Zen and/or Dao 
culture, such as pursuing harmony between humans and nature in Daoism; or 
integrating the certain Chinese traditional lifestyle into modern design, such as 
emphasizing manners and respecting for hierarchy and order. Some designers are 
trying to explore new understanding and meaning of those philosophies in the context 
of contemporary society. These philosophies derived form Zen, Daoism or traditional 
China can be considered as theoretical supports for Chinese designers when 
developing unique design styles with strong Chinese cultural identity. In practice, 
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simplicity becomes one of the main goals for those designers who value Zen and/or 
Dao culture. 
 
 
Figure 24. A meditation room designed by one of the SMEs 
From those aspects of culture, two important trends become apparent when 
considering culturally-loaded design. One is the significance of Chinese traditional 
culture as resources for inspiring original furniture design as well as the goal for 
designers to pursue in order to bring cultural meanings to their designs; the other is the 
culture self-awareness that decides the value system of designers and how they perceive 
Chinese culture and original design.  
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Innovation			
Innovation was identified by 33% of SMEs as one of their top three design 
VCIPPs. When they were asked how they understand and approach innovation of original 
Chinese design, designers/entrepreneurs raised the following key methods:  
 
 
Figure 25. Design VCIPP-Innovation 
 
a) Based on traditional furniture design 
Improve or redesign traditional furniture to meet the needs of modern life 
while at the same time keeping the identifiable features embedded with cultural 
meanings towards Chinese users. Many designers in the research have applied this 
direction for innovative designs since they see traditional design as the core for their 
products to be “Chinese”. In other words, traditional furniture is a significant 
inspirational resource to developing contemporary design.  
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b) Integrate Western and Chinese design 
Combining traditional Chinese design with Western design results in creating 
furniture that is more suitable to contemporary Chinese life. In this study, two main 
design methods stand out for achieving this goal; one is the mixed usage of different 
design elements, such as materials, colors, forms and structures; the other is the 
integration of traditional Chinese craftsmanship and techniques into a simplified 
modernized design.  
 
c) Explore the future of Chinese lifestyle 
Instead of just focusing on the furniture itself, a few designers in this research 
are seeking the future of Chinese lifestyle by considering social-cultural values, 
particularly, users’ needs for self-expression and cultural identity. These designers 
are of the opinion that contemporary Chinese life is neither the same as Western life 
nor is it similar to traditional life. Instead, it is a new lifestyle that brings meaning 
and identity for Chinese people in a contemporary society. Exploring the future has 
become the principal way for innovation in original Chinese furniture design.  
 
d) Be cool and different 
This direction focuses on the needs and tastes of younger users by developing 
‘cool’ and interesting furniture all the while keeping the cultural features associated 
with original Chinese design. Typically, the product will be a combination of mixed 
design languages such as mixture of traditional Chinese design and fashionable, 
modern elements. For example, the clothes rack shown in Figure 27 from one of 
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SMEs in the research. The designer combined the simplicity of modernist with the 
wood and bronze that were used frequently in Chinese traditional furniture. The 
hanger on the top was designed like the horns of a cow. This detail has been 
considered by the designer as cool and different elements from other racks. 
 
  
Figure 26. A rack designed following the Design VCIPP-Be cool (“Shi Er Shi Man-
Rack,” 2018) 
	
In sum, these four approaches for innovation can be understood in two main ways: 
one draws inspiration from traditional design or culture, and the other integrates Chinese 
traditional design with Western design. “Be cool and different” actually is based on 
modification or improvement of traditional design and/or Western design. “Explore 
future of Chinese life” also significantly considers Chinese traditional culture and 
modernist lifestyle that has its influence from the West. Therefore “Be cool and different” 
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and “Explore the future of Chinese life” could be included in the concept of “Integrate 
Western and Chinese design”.  
 
Simplicity	
In general, simplicity means clarity, purity, and purpose-driven in the context of 
design. Yet, in this research, participants discussed the concept of simplicity that involves 
the following perspectives:  
 
Figure 27.  Design VCIPP-Simplicity 
	
a) Pursue simple and healthy lifestyle 
For a few designers in the research, simplicity means furniture that can 
promote a simple and healthy lifestyle, which always involves the idea of reducing 
decorations, keeping basic functions, using environment-friendly materials, pursuing 
spirituality instead of materialism, and being humble. For example, one of the SMEs 
designed a meditation room with several pieces of simple furniture in order to 
encourage people to find peace of life.  
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b) Anti-decoration/Qing Dynasty /European /American style 
When China began its Open-Door Policy and joined the global market, many 
Chinese consumers were buying furniture made from expensive but unsustainable 
wood, large in size, heavily decorated and with complex forms. In terms of heavily 
decoration, two main styles of furniture were popular. One was Chinese Qing-
dynasty furniture made from expensive woods and with complex engravings, 
decorations and forms, such as the one showed in Figure 29; the other was European 
or American in design styles prior to Modernism such as Baroque style in Figure 30, 
which are highly ornate and extravagant. However, those heavy, expensive and 
decorative pieces of furniture were not suitable for the needs of Chinese in daily life. 
Along with the development of the Chinese economy, many designers started 
pursuing minimalism and seeking a simpler but more appropriate design for the 
Chinese market. In terms of this research, many designers advocated for simplicity 
as a way to fight against the over-decorated furniture by reducing meaningless 
decoration and abandoning the use of unsustainable materials. By doing so, they 
wish to provide clean, simple yet functional and meaningful designs for their users.  
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Figure 28. Contemporary Chinese furniture Qing-dynasty style (“The Advantages of 
Hong Mu Jia Ju,” 2016) 
	
 
Figure 29. Contemporary Chinese furniture-Baroque style (“Ba Luo Ke Feng Ge Jia Ju 
(Baroque Style Furniture”, 2017) 
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c) Revival of Ming Furniture 
Beginning with the Hans Wegner Chair, which was inspired by the Ming- 
chair, Ming furniture has become popular among designers around the world; it is 
perceived as classical and representative of Chinese design. One of the most 
identifiable features of Ming furniture is its simplicity of clean lines, elegant forms 
and reasonable decorations. Therefore, many designers in this research pursue 
simplicity by studying Ming furniture by learning from and redesigning the classical 
pieces. As a matter of fact, almost every company in this research has at least one 
product in which the design is based on Ming furniture. Several companies require 
their designers to learn Ming furniture in detail by dissembling the furniture in order 
to understand the structure, ratio, form, and techniques. Once done, the designers 
innovate and explore new designs based on what they have learned, understood, and 
remembered from the process of deconstructing and copying. For example, almost 
all the SMEs participant in the research has a Ming chair with certain redesigning or 
modifying. Some integrate design elements derived from the West into the chair; 
some of them deconstruct traditional chairs in order to learn the detailed structures, 
techniques, and ratios; others modify the design to make it more appropriate for 
contemporary interiors.  
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Figure 30. Original Ming Dynasty chair  
 
Figure 31. Modified Ming Dynasty chairs from the SMEs  
d) Influenced by Japanese and Scandinavian design 
Scandinavian design is well known for its characteristics of simplicity, 
minimalism, and functionality. These design qualities are also shared by Japanese 
furniture design. Original Chinese furniture design in the past decade has been 
greatly influenced by those two design directions. Although these three regions – 
Scandinavia, Japan and China – are quite different in socio-cultural contexts, 
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Chinese designers can learn a great deal from Japan and Scandinavia when pursuing 
simplicity in design.  
 
The goal of pursuing simplicity of Chinese original design is to promote a simple, 
healthy and sustainable lifestyle for Chinese people. Two main ways can be concluded to 
achieve this goal: one is anti-decoration of Chinese furniture design influenced by 
Western design, such as European and American style; and against the Qing Dynasty 
design before 21st century. The other is learning simplicity from Japan and Scandinavia 
as well as reviving the Ming-dynasty design. In sum, either the designers promote or 
reject certain styles, the pursuit of simplicity involves consideration of Chinese traditional 
design and designs from other cultures, as showed in the following diagram:  
.  
Figure 32. Simplicity from traditional Chinese design and designs from other cultures 
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Focus	on	contemporary	Chinese	life			
In the research, 26% of the SMEs develops original Chinese design by focusing 
on life itself in contemporary China. This group of designers/entrepreneurs places more 
emphasis on providing functional and meaningful furniture for Chinese users.  
 
Figure 33.  Design VCIPP- Contemporary Chinese lifestyle 
a) Focus on details of Chinese daily life 
This particular concept involves research of people’s daily life such as their 
emotions, habits and preferences while engaging with their furniture in the context of 
modern society. Designers interviewed for this research may not always have a 
systematic way of conducting comprehensive user experience research; nevertheless, 
they are aware of the importance of considering the needs of their users; “design for 
daily life” therefore becomes one of the most critical principles for guiding their 
design ideas and activities.  
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b) Focus on the needs of a new generation 
The lifestyle of a new generation – those born after the Open-Door Policy – 
has evolved and changed significantly compared to the previous generations in China. 
Their needs and how they engage with everyday products have to considered and 
redefined in the context of a globalized world; more importantly, they are now the 
largest group of consumers in the Chinese market. Therefore, focusing on 
Contemporary Chinese life largely means focusing on this generation.  
 
In this research, many participants indicated that pursuing self and/or cultural 
identity has become one of the most important needs for the new generation. They hope 
the products they buy, use, and engage with can be extensions of themselves and create 
their identity. As a result, some designers are more concerned about the needs of users of 
this generation; they want to develop products and brands with identifiable features to 
attract more customers, using natural materials as an expression of environmental 
concern and a simple life.  
 In the Figure 34, there are other three design VCIPPs involving in the pursuit of 
contemporary Chinese life style. They are “combination of western and Chinese lifestyle”, 
“explore and redesign Chinese lifestyle”, and “balance between traditions and modern 
life.” These three also appeared in the Figure 26 explaining the design VCIPP 
“Innovation”, which reveals the significant overlap between “Innovation” and 
“contemporary Chinese life.” as showed below.  
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Figure 34.  Overlap between innovation and contemporary Chinese lifestyle 
	
Evolve	from	traditional	design			
In this research, 26 % of SMEs used “evolve from traditional design” as one of 
their top three design VCIPPs. “Evolve” means that contemporary Chinese furniture 
design is based on traditional design but by redesigning or adapting so that the furniture 
can complement the living conditions of today. In other words, traditional design could 
be inherited and then passed to the next generation by keeping up with the trends of 
contemporary conditions. That said, traditional design has provided inspirations and 
resources for Chinese designers to develop original designs with strong cultural identity. 
The following perspectives are considered by designers when they practicing their 
designs by evolving from traditional design:  
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Figure 35. Design VCIPP – Evolve from traditional design 
	
a) Traditional craftsmanship 
Traditional craftsmanship emphasizes the concept of “spirits of the craftsman” 
that was inherited from Chinese traditional culture for making things. It encourages 
designers and entrepreneurs to strive for high-quality products. Moreover, in this 
research, craftsmanship also means handmade with detailed structure in furniture 
design. Traditional craftsmanship and technique have been applied in some creative 
ways by some SMEs, such as the following two products. The first one integrates the 
structure from Chinese traditional furniture, called Niujiao Guai (牛角拐) 23F24 into a 
contemporary cabinet; the second product applies and improves upon a traditional 
technique – Daqi (大漆)24F25 to create a unique style surface of the wood furniture. 																																																								
24 Niujiao Guai is a traditional turning structure that was used in small furniture in traditional China. It is 
used in small cabinets to open drawers instead of using handles, such as the Figure 37 showed, when you 
push the drawer one, drawer two opens.  
25 Daqi is a lacquering technique that has been used in Chinese lacquer wares and wood furniture for 
hundreds of years. Daqi involves a complex process of clear or colored wood finishes that dry by solvent 
evaporation or a curing process that produces a hard, durable finish. 
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Figure 36. The structure of Niujiao Guai (牛角拐) (Wang, 2015) 
  
Figure 37. A contemporary cabinet with Chinese traditional structure Niu Jiao Guai (牛
角拐) (CONTI, 2016) 
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Figure 38. A contemporary desk with Chinese traditional technique – Daqi (大漆) 
(PingZe-Da Qi Cha Zhuo, 2018) 	
b) Traditional design elements 
In terms of using traditional design elements, most designers in this research 
are not imitating traditional furniture; instead, they are learning and understanding 
these traditional elements in a systematic and comprehensive way. Upon due study 
and reflection, they apply those traditional elements to their design in a creative way.  
 
c) Adapt traditional design to modern needs 
This concept is similar to innovation based on traditional design; it is the core 
for the evolvement of traditional design in terms of learning history in order to 
improve present designs. Traditional design may not be suitable for modern life but it 
carries the cultural identity and emotional needs of people in certain cultures. 
Nevertheless, tradition provides rich resources and inspirations for designers today.  
As one interviewee said: “Those old furniture are my library that can provide me with 
knowledge, methods, and theories whenever I feel lost or confused.” 
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Figure 39. A living room with furniture combining traditional Chinese design and 
modernist design — from one of the SMEs 
	
The difference between “culturally-loaded design” and “evolve from traditional 
design” is that the former concept involves the spiritual parts of traditional culture such as 
philosophy, religion and ideology; whereas the latter one considers the material parts 
involving traditional design such as crafts, techniques and visual elements. These two 
design VCIPPs can be concluded into one main concept that is “learn, inspire, inherit, 
and evolve from traditional culture and design.”  
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Figure 40. Design VCIPP – Chinese culture and design 
	
 Moreover, it should be noted that “innovation based on traditional design” 
involved both “evolve from traditional design” and “innovation.” There is no surprise 
about this overlap since the concept of evolvement partly means innovation but with 
certain foundation. More importantly, from this way of pursuing innovation, we can see 
the significant impact of Chinese traditional design for the development of the 
contemporary design.  
 
Market-led		
	
A few SMEs in the research have considered the market as one of the top three 
design VCIPPs; these SMEs focus on how to develop a successful business within 
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original furniture design. They believe that being able to reach a large consumer base that 
can make a difference in terms of promoting Chinese design. The following perspectives 
are the main content of the market-led as design VCIPPs of those SMEs:  
 
 
Figure 41. Design VCIPP – Market-Led 
	
a) Profit driven innovation 
These companies are profit-driven and place an emphasis on cost control, 
optimization of product development, improvement of the efficiency of the supply 
chain, and collaboration with manufacturing partners and freelance designers. The 
reason for their pursuit of Chinese design with strong cultural identity is the 
increasing market and its potential for high profits in China. The primary model 
being followed is IKEA, which is based on standardized and controllable quality 
products.  
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b) Systematic strategy while considering the lifecycle of products  
This direction considers every step of the product development process, from 
the beginning of the idea to the end of life of the product. Companies that are profit-
driven make strategic plan for regulating the life cycle of their products, such as cost, 
quality, management, supply-chain, and users feedback. Business plans and 
marketing strategies play significant roles for these companies.  
 
c) Follow the changes of the market  
In contrast with design-focused companies insisting on their design values 
and ideas, market-led design companies consider the changes in the market. They are 
more flexible with their design-styles, more sensitive to market trends, and more 
willing to adjust their designs in order to reach more users.  
 
d) Focus on user experiences  
As a way of gaining a larger market share, these market-led design 
companies provide better experiences for the users with their products and services. 
Therefore, they put more effort on user experience research and collecting feedback 
from their customers. Even though they may not have systematic methods in place, 
they can still be considered more advanced compared to their competitors in terms of 
design research.  
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Design	VCIPP	versus.	Size,	location	and	founder’s	background	
 
As previously discussed in Chapter 325F26, the SMEs in the research can be divided 
into several categories based on their size, founder’s background, or location. It was 
assumed that those three elements would have significant impact on the design VCIPPS, 
design activities and business strategies of the SMEs. However, after comparing the data, 
the researcher found there is no significant difference among the SMEs with different 
sizes/locations/founders’ backgrounds. There are only limited issues that need 
mentioning:  
 
a) The SMEs with more than 50 employees (four out of 30 companies) have placed 
emphasis on the market-led approach for design. Consequently, they have 
marketing or sales teams that are normally twice or three times larger than their 
design team, which explains why they have more employees than other SMEs 
with a lesser focus on marketing. 
 
b) Innovation, as the top three design VCIPPs, has been shared by those SMEs that 
have less than 20 employees. As the participants indicate, small companies need 
innovation to be more competitive in the market, and they have advantages for 
pursuing innovation since they are more flexible and adaptable, for example, 
those SMEs can adjust their designs in a short time frame.  
 
																																																								
26 Refer to page 71-73 
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c) SMEs with designers as founders place greater emphasis on simplicity because 
they understand that design language is important in the communication of their 
ideas and thoughts to users. From conversation with the new generation of 
designers in the research, simplicity is an indicator of both sustainability and 
design aesthetic. They hope to advocate sustainability and simplicity in original 
Chinese furniture design as a fight against the old design-style of formalization 
as well as spread their ideas about meaningful life to the users.  
 
d) Compared to SMEs with designers as founders, those SMEs that have non-
designers or non-designers + designers as founders place a greater emphasis on 
the market. As discussed previously, most designers consider originality, 
creativity, and innovation as essential components for design, rather than the 
market. Therefore, it is a common phenomenon that they produce high quality 
and well-designed products with less consideration for market-share and profits.  
 
e) SMEs in Beijing place more focus on learning and evolving from traditional 
Chinese design than SMEs in other cities. As the political and cultural center, 
Beijing has deeper connections to Chinese traditional culture, which impacts the 
design-styles in many ways; SMEs in Chengdu place more emphasis on 
distinctive local culture of the Chinese southwest. A designer in Chengdu talked 
about how he applied the shape of a famous mountain in his design of a chair. 
The cities, Shenzhen and Shanghai are considered two of the most 
internationalized places in China. Consequently, the SMEs in these cities are 
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attempting to combine even more Chinese and Western design together in order 
to pursue relatively innovative designs. Even though 90% of SMEs in the 
research state that the domestic market is their first priority, the internationalized 
environment of Shanghai and Shenzhen is reflected in their designs by the way 
of its greater consideration of the global market; SMEs in Hangzhou understand 
the concept of culture more from the perspective of life itself. Most designers in 
Hangzhou have goals of designing and making products based on the real needs 
of users. Compared with other cities, 83% of SMEs in Hangzhou have 
considered “focusing on contemporary Chinese lifestyle” as one of their top 
three design VCIPPs. 
 
4.4. Design Practice 	
 This part of data analysis explores the critical issues of design practices, such as 
the application of design elements, as well as the main models of products design and 
development among the participant SMEs. The goal is to understand and explain how 
those SMEs approach Chinese original furniture design with following their design 
VCIPPs.  
 
4.4.1. Application of design elements 	
To some degree, designers have certain rules or principles for applying design 
elements, such as color, material, form, and line in order to create a product with cultural 
identical features. In other words, it was assumed that designers are equipped with 
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systematic methods to manipulate various design elements based on their design VCIPPs 
in the process of pursuing Chinese original design. However, they do not appear to be 
doing so as a result of this research. Fewer than 10% of designers discussed how they 
manipulate design elements while designing a piece of furniture. Therefore, how do they 
define original Chinese design and how do they achieve this definition in their designs? 
The following are the main perspectives that appeared in the research in terms of 
application of design elements.   
 
Cultural	self-awareness	leads	the	design	process		
	
Generally speaking, many Chinese designers have stopped mimicking Western 
styles; instead they use their cultural and design consciousness to explore Chinese design 
style. In this research, cultural self-awareness has been mostly discussed when the 
participant designers were asked how they create Chinese original designs. They are 
confident about their understanding of Chinese culture because they have been exposed 
to it since their birth. It therefore comes as no surprise that they are deeply engaged with 
Chinese social values and lifestyle in an unconscious way. This cultural awareness can 
stimulate the design consciousness, which becomes a natural inspiration and mindset for 
designers in China in terms of developing Chinese original design.  
 
a) Systematical or contextual thinking rather than single design element while 
considering original Chinese design 
Most designers in the research consider furniture as a holistic system rather 
than a simple combination of diverse design elements. Chinese design needs to be 
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associated with a particular context or environment to be considered as Chinese 
design. A single product or simple design elements are not enough to create a feeling 
or identity of Chinese design. In terms of furniture design, to be recognized and 
perceived as Chinese design, many other features are involved, such as the interior 
space, habits, lifestyle, story and Fengshui26F27. These features need to be integrated 
together by certain principles and/or customs that are imbedded in Chinese culture, 
such as in Figure 43, the table and chairs associated with tea culture for being 
perceived as Chinese furniture. To summarize, the physical environment, cultural 
context, and furniture constitute a holistic picture of Chinese original design. In this 
picture, original furniture can be perceived as Chinese design.  
 
 
Figure 42. Art of tea—from one of the SMEs 
 
																																																								27	Fengshui is also called geomancy. It is a pseudoscience originating from traditional Chinese culture, 
which advocates using energy forces to harmonize individuals with their surrounding environment 
(Matthews, 2017).  
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b) Follow intuition  
Most designers in the research do not analyze certain design elements and 
combine them in a systematic and rational way. Instead, the application and 
integration of various design elements into whole is an intuitive and natural because 
of the familiarity of Chinese life and culture. In other words, they do not think of 
design elements as discrete parts; instead, they attempt to find a way to create 
Chinese designs by following their intuition and unspoken understanding about 
culture and design. There is no progressive design theory and methodology to teach 
and guide Chinese designers for pursuing original design. Most of designers in this 
research have no choice but to explore it themselves, which at times including 
failures. The phenomenon of designing in an intuitive way implies that China 
remains in a start-up stage in design.  
 
c) Two significant design elements in Chinese original furniture  
Designers in this research do not consider Chinese design solely from a 
perspective of applying design elements. However, from the products of the 
participant SMEs and what the designers have emphasized during in the research, we 
can still find shared patterns of certain design elements associated strongly with 
Chinese culture and/or Chinese traditional design. 							
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Wood	is	a	frequently	used	material			
Wood is the typical material used and one that represents Chinese design. 
In the past, Hongmu (红木)27F28has been the most popular wood in the furniture 
industry; this was especially the case in the period when Qing-dynasty furniture 
style was considered to be representative of Chinese design. Qing furniture is 
marked by a highly formalized style and complicated decoration. Due to the 
unsustainable usage of Hongmu (红木), these trees are now considered 
endangered and the wood has become subject to government control. Wood, such 
as walnut and oak, from North America has entered the Chinese market and has 
become the most popular material for furniture design.  
Most designers in this research insist that the essential feature of Chinese 
furniture is the inventive use of various woods; there appears to be a refusal to 
integrate other materials in their products. In contrast, some of designers combine 
wood with metal, leather, fabric and other materials to be innovative all the while 
pursing the values implicit in Chinese design, such as the furniture shown in 
Figure 44.  
																																																								
28 Hongmu is a class of hardwoods, also known as “rosewood”. These woods are dense, fine grained, and 
high in oils and resins. Hongmu is especially suited for making furniture without using glue and nails 
because it provides stability, resistance, density and toughness. China has industry standards for such 
woods with eight classes: Huali wood, Zitan wood, Hongsuanzhi wood, Xiangzhi wood, Wu/Yinchen 
wood, Tiaowenwe wood, and Jichi wood. Most of the species are either threatened or endangered because 
of over logging for furniture (P. Liu, 2011). 
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Figure 43. Furniture with applying various material — from one of the SMEs 
Moreover, because wood has historically played such a significant role in 
Chinese furniture design, some designers in the research associated their interest 
in design with their passion for woodwork. The enjoyment gained from working 
with wood encourages them to pursue original Chinese furniture design. 
Therefore, wood is more than just a kind of material for these designers; it also 
inspires them and connects them to the memory of the Chinese culture of making 
things.  
 
Sunmao	as	a	structure	for	Chinese	furniture	design		
	
Sunmao is the mortise and tenon joint that connects two pieces of wood or 
other material. For thousands of years, woodworkers around the world have 
utilized this particular joint for joining pieces of wood, especially when the 
adjoining pieces connect at an angle of 90°. In traditional Chinese architecture, 
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furniture and wood components, such as brackets, beams and struts, Sunmao has 
been applied in various designs to interlock wood pieces with a perfect fit. 
Compared to glues or fasteners, Sunmao allows the wood to expand and contract 
with different condition of environments, which helps the wood last longer in a 
stable condition (Steinhardt, 2002). 
 
 
Figure 44. Examples of Sunmao (Luo, 2012) 
	
In this research, over 90% of designers use Sunmao in their furniture 
design. For them, the Sunmao reflects the exquisite craftsmanship of carpenters 
and woodworkers in traditional China. The Sunmao – especially its ingenious 
usage in traditional design – have become the most representative and well-
known design elements of Chinese design. These designers interviewed in the 
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research are proud of Sunmao developed by their design predecessors and 
emphasize it in various ways to identify their designs as Chinese. Due to changes 
in the living conditions in modern society, some designers modify the traditional 
Sunmao by combining it with fasteners or glues or by limiting its usage to 
particular parts the furniture.  
 
4.4.2. Two Models of Design Process 	
One interviewee was poignant with his views on the design process when he 
stated, “Chinese design is not about combination of design elements, but about what 
designers are learning, where do they get inspired, and how do they work together.”  
The research of the design process in the selected SMEs concluded that 95% of the SMEs 
use one of two main models. These two models reflect the specific focuses of the 
different SMEs in the designing and developing process. In addition, the shared aspects 
of two models reveal significant issues of the design practice in terms of developing 
original Chinese design based on Chinese culture.  
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Model	one:	modernized	design	process	
 
Figure 45. Modernized design process 
As discovered in the research, the first model of the design process has been used 
by medium-size companies, around 30% of the participants. Most of these are market 
driven or have experienced founders. The model is called modernized design process 
because it involves a complete cycle of product development from research to receiving 
feedback from end-users. Also, the process has been applied by many well-developed and 
design-oriented companies around the world, especially in countries where design is 
perceived as significant competitive factor. However, just a small percentage of the 
SMEs in the research are using this model, one that is helpings these SMEs grow faster 
and become more competitive in the market. The following is a detailed description of 
the model and critical issues involved in the design process. Moreover, the discussion 
takes Company M as an example to explain how the model works practically in 
modernized furniture SMEs.  
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1) The modernized design process starts with market research or user research that is 
conducted by the marketing department or designers to find the needs of their 
targeted customers. Just a few companies have the awareness and/or capacity for 
doing research before design, although they do not have systematic research 
methods that leads to a result that is both rigorous and reliable.  
The founder of Company M graduated as an architect from a prestigious 
university in China and had experiences in working with several international 
design companies. He was aware of the importance of design research when he 
started his own business. He emphasized and conducted user research in the 
process of product development for his company. However, the research he 
discussed is very basic and simple. Some of the employees went to visit the 
furniture mall and talked to the sellers and buyers in the mall randomly for 
gathering information about the popular styles as well as what styles they would 
like to have.  
 
2) After the research, a design theme or vision is defined either by the founder or by 
the design director. Generally speaking, the theme or vision can be quite vague 
with abstract description of what the design should like, and how it will be 
perceived by customers. Mostly, the theme or vision is connected to the design 
VCIPPs of the company.  
As discussed previously, in Company M, after their research in the market, the 
founder with the team set up the design theme/vision, that is, finding a balance 
between tradition and modernism, fashion and comfort; exploring innovative 
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usage of various materials and expressive forms; and pursuing perfect details and 
fine craftsmanship. Designers in Company M follow this theme for designing 
furniture with their own understanding and experiences.  
 
3) Based on the defined theme or vision, the designers begin their work by way of 
the ideation process in which many draft ideas are generated. As discussed above, 
intuition and cultural consciousness play a dominant role in the ideation process. 
Most designers are unable to describe clearly how they generate ideas and what 
principles they consider in terms of applying various design elements. The most 
common response from the research is “…you just do it, imaging, drawing, 
visually presenting, and it is there.” 
For example, the designer interviewed in Company M discussed his ideation 
process in an intuitive and abstract way. It was difficult for him to describe why 
he did such designs and how he understood the design themes set by the company. 
As he said: “I will look at other designers’ work, but I am not copying them…I 
talk with my director for some details of the needs and then I generate some draft 
ideas that are from my mind…it is more like a process of trying, testing, and 
reviewing until I feel the design fits the main stream of my company…of course, I 
will change it many times based on the feedbacks from my boss and colleagues.” 
 
4) After the designers develops draft ideas, the typical next step is to work with the 
manufacturers to co-develop prototypes of the furniture. Engineers or experienced 
woodworkers will provide advices about materials, components, structures, and 
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techniques to improve the design and assure an efficient production. It is an 
iterative process in which designers need to communicate, collaborate, and revise 
their designs.  
In Company M, one of their design VCIPPs is to find the balance between 
tradition and modern. Referring to the founder’s opinion, he wants the furniture 
from his company to meet the needs of a contemporary home, such as functional 
and simple as well as being able to assemble and transport. By keeping some 
identifiable features associated with Chinese design, he requires his team to work 
closely with engineers to solve these issues by integrating other structures with 
Sunmao in the furniture.  
 
5) After revising and solving the problems of technology, the furniture design is 
finalized and put into production. In this research, most of the furniture involves a 
certain level of woodworking by manual labor because the production cannot be 
totally machine made. Not surprisingly, even in the modernized design process, 
craftsmanship is one of the most significant features of Chinese furniture. 
Company M has its own factory with manufacturing lines, but the production 
process of their furniture also involves a significant amount of manual labor. 
Despite attempts to reduce the manual labor as way of reducing the cost and 
complexity of production, Company M still has many workers in the factory to 
perform the detailed operations on the furniture.  
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6) At this point, the furniture is introduced to the market through various channels. 
Some companies with better awareness of marketing and user research will 
collect feedback, which aims to improve future designs. Once again, the method 
of getting feedback may not always be systematic and structured. Those 
companies that conduct this activity are normally more advanced and competitive 
with a larger market-share.  
For example, Company M only has online store to sell their products; therefore, 
customers’ reviews have become one of the most important ways for collecting 
feedback. They analyze negative comments with the goal of improving their 
design in next generation as well as their overall services. Generally speaking, 
Company M utilizes the modernized design process in an efficient way, which 
helps the company’s fast growth as well as expanding market.  																					
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Model	two:	workshop-style	design	process		
	
 
Figure 46. Workshop-style design process 
The essence of this workshop-style is design by doing, which involves the 
concept of prototyping, crafting, and repeating in a collaborative environment. This is the 
second model of the design process. It is a process used by around 70% of SMEs; these 
share many similarities including: 1) small size with fewer than 30 employees; 2) the 
founding and development of the company driven by design; and 3) most of these SMEs 
were founded by designers. To understand this model better, the following description 
will explain the design process step by step using Company S as an example: 
 
1) The process begins by having designers generate draft ideas based on their 
cultural self-awareness, knowledge and experience about Chinese life and culture. 
The ideas can be very basic; at times, it is just a blurry picture in the mind of 
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designers and does not yet have a clear shape. From the beginning, however, the 
designers are working from the design VCIPPs that will guide the entire process 
of product development.  
The founder who is also the chief designer of Company S claims that he gets his 
ideas for furniture design by living a Chinese life. He observes and talks to people 
as well as having a feel for the furniture and interior in a Chinese home. From this 
informal research, he gets inspired and generates rough ideas that will guide his 
design in his studio.  
 
2) In design by doing, designers work in a well-equipped workshop with craftsmen, 
woodworkers, or artists to realize the draft ideas by prototyping and testing. 
During this iterative process, they modify their design ideas based on the 
available materials, techniques, and ergonomics research. Some designers work 
directly with users for the design of custom furniture. This process of design by 
doing is strongly connected to the culture of craftsmanship that has been inherited 
from traditional China.  
In the case of Company S, the founder himself and two woodworkers work 
together in the workshop in the development of products. Most of the work is 
repeated prototyping and testing. The founder likes gaining feedback of his design 
from his family, especially his 11-year old son, who he considers an important 
user of his furniture. As the founder said, “My son and I design together for some 
furniture made for kids.” 
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3) There are three versions in the manufacturing model in the workshop-style design 
process. The first version is where the workshop is also the factory, and the 
furniture produced there is mostly handmade with the aid of simple machines. 
This method of manufacturing only allows the company to produce small 
quantities of products that sell to few customers at a higher price. The second 
version is where the workshop is a place for designers with their teams to do 
product research and development. After the product is finalized, the designers 
will find a factory as a partner to do the manufacturing, which can reach the scale 
of mass production and sell to more customers with lower prices compared to the 
first version. In the third version, the company has both a workshop for R&D and 
a factory for manufacturing. This kind of company has more freedom compared 
to the ones that do not have their own factories; their products also tend to be 
lower in price since the company controls both the design and manufacturing 
process.  
Company S has a workshop for the designing and development of products, and a 
small factory that can meet their needs for manufacturing a certain amount of 
furniture. The founder does not believe in the manufacturing quality of other 
factories and wants to assure a high standard of the production as well as the 
quality of the furniture from his company.  
 
4) The products will be put on the market through channels, such as online stores, 
which do not require large sales team, a systematic marketing strategy or 
intensive operations. Their products are appreciated by certain customers who 
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understand the specialties of products that come from this kind of workshop; they 
also share similar values with the designers.  
Company S has a physical store, but it is far from the downtown or the business 
district of the city. Its major channel for selling furniture is the online store. It is a 
challenge for the founder to manage an online operation because he has spent 
many years working principally in traditional distribution channels with physical 
stores and dealers. Consequently, he hired someone to help with the operation of 
the online store. He requires the employees to provide quality service since he 
fears negative comments from customers.  
 
4.5. Design Entrepreneurship  	
In order to be successful, a well-designed product is the key for a design-oriented 
company. However, how the company runs its business also determines whether it can 
reach large market to spread its values while at the same time making a profit for 
corporate longevity. Most of the SMEs in the research are still exploring business 
strategies that can effectively promote their original Chinese furniture in the market and 
impact people’s life in contemporary China. In this process, they share some common 
grounds as well as differences, which reveals the dilemmas of original Chinese furniture 
SMEs in terms of design entrepreneurship. This part of analysis focuses on how the 
participating SMEs run their businesses, including business plans, marketing strategies, 
and other similar issues. 
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Business	plans	
	
Among the 30 SMEs participating in the research, only five have a strategic 
business plan for long-term development; three are medium-size companies with more 
than 50 employees. They have different business models, products, and targeted users, 
but they share some similarities in marketing and design:  
 
First, the founders of these SMEs consider original Chinese furniture design as a 
business with great potential in China, rather than a prime interest or passion for design 
and furniture. This drives their efforts in market development and more focus on the 
users.  
Second, the core management team is led by a decision maker who understands 
business operation, management, or marketing. The knowledge and skills of the manager 
can help the SME grow faster by formulating and implementing effective business 
strategies.  
Third, marketing – not design – is the first priority in these five SMEs. They put 
more resources towards the development, maintaining and expansion of the market. It is a 
common phenomenon that the department of marketing is three to five times larger than 
the product-development team.  
 
Company H is a good example to understand the above three features. Four 
people from different fields established Company H, which focuses on original Chinese 
furniture design as well as home décors. One of the founders has worked in business 
consulting for many years and believes original Chinese design has big potential in the 
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near future. He built a systematic strategy for Company H in terms of product 
development, supply-chain, cost control, marketing plan and management. For example, 
he made explicit standards for product development, which requires designers working 
with certain limitations and expectations. The design process has become more efficient 
and the cost has been reduced. In summary, the comprehensive and systematical strategy 
of Company H allows it to work more efficiently and with greater purpose, which helps 
with growth and being more competitive in the market.  
 
Domestic	market	versus	global	market		
	
In this research, only two out of 30 SMEs are involved in the global market; one 
company has a sub-brand with different products in the overseas market, which focuses 
on modern furniture with a certain eastern “feeling”; the other SMEs collaborates with 
retailers to promote their products in other countries as well as working with designers 
overseas to develop products for both domestic and global markets. These two companies 
are trying to explore the global market but without a strategic plan. Their major focus is 
still the domestic market much like the majority of the other SMEs.  
In terms of the domestic market, almost all the SMEs mentioned their customers 
are from the first and second tier cities28F29 since the consumers have more emotional, and 
																																																								29	China has an unofficial hierarchical classification of its cities, which can be called a city tier system. The 
tier system is referred by many publications and describe the differences of cities with regards to 
commerce, transportation, tourism, education, etc. Until 2017, roughly 170 Chinese cities have more than 
one million residents, but only four – Shanghai, Beijing, Guangzhou and Shenzhen – were considered 
“first-tier” in terms of size and per capita Gross Domestic Product (Mullich, 04/012018). New first-tier 
cities now include Chengdu, Hangzhou, Wuhan, Nanjing, Tianjian, Suzhou, Xian, and Changsha (Q. Sun, 
2017). In this research the “new first-tier” cities are perceived as “second tier cities” by most participants.  
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aesthetic needs. The users buying original Chinese furniture from those SMEs in the 
research can be divided into three categories:  
 
a) Young generation in the middle class 
This group of users was born after the mid-1970s, married, and living in new 
apartments. Most are educated, working in talent-intensive industries, pursuing 
quality and meaningful life. They were exposed to the efforts of  globalization but 
also have strong needs for both self and cultural identity. Over 80% of SMEs sell 
their products to this group of users.   
b) Upper-middle class customers  
This group includes the young generation of people with higher incomes but 
sharing many similarities with the middle class mentioned above. There is also an 
older generation with considerable income and who like to purchase well-designed 
furniture with a strong identity of Chinese culture because of their deep connection 
with Chinese tradition.   
c) Upper-class customers  
Three out of the 30 SMEs targeted upper-class customers. They provide well-
designed, large in size and handmade furniture with valuable wood. The furniture is 
mostly designed for luxury Chinese houses, such as the home showed in Figure 48.   
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Figure 47. A Chinese home with luxury Chinese furniture (“Ban Mu Ju Zhu Kong Jian,” 
2018) 
To summarize, the targeted customers of original Chinese furniture are essentially 
young members of the middle class or above in the Chinese market, which is a small 
group of people living in first-tier and second-tier cities in China.  
 
Online	business	vs.	physical	stores	
	
Since around 2000, the development of online business has boosted 
entrepreneurship in China. Online platforms, such as Taobao and Jingdong, provide 
SMEs with opportunities to build successful businesses without a large investment. This 
option is well suited for the creative and design industries. 
In this research, 85% of SMEs have built online retail sites. Among them, 20% 
have online business only, and 65% of them have both online and physical stores. Most 
participants stated that online sales are much greater than sales in their physical stores 
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since online retail can reach more customers without the restriction of time and 
geographic locations. Company M is a representative example of a company that relies 
on online business to build an original Chinese furniture brand, which has become well 
known. Company M built an online store through the Tmall 29F30platform in 2010, which 
has served as the main channel for retailing and branding. The company has built a 
professional E-commerce team and developed a systematic strategy for promoting the 
online business. Moreover, the company continuously integrates new technology, such as 
VR, to present its designs online with the goal of providing as much information as 
possible about its products and the company.  
Unlike many other products, online retail sites cannot completely replace the 
physical store since many customers still want to touch, feel, and experience the furniture 
before purchasing. Therefore, many companies in this research attempt to open one or 
two stores in some big cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, and Hangzhou. However, nearly 
90% of the participating companies made the comment that the purpose of these stores is 
more like museums, that is, a place to exhibit their products. They call their stores living 
museums, aiming to present a lifestyle, a living culture and a Chinese home with their 
furniture. The customers visiting the living museums do not just see and touch the 
furniture; they can also experience what the products can bring to their life. Furthermore, 
some companies integrate a café or a restaurant into their living museum, which allows 
their customers to spend a longer time with friends or families as well as experiencing the 
environment and the furniture more.  
  																																																								
30TMall is an online platform for business-to-consumer online retail sales, operated in China by the Alibaba 
group. 
		 144	
Company F is a good example of successfully building living museums. It has 
several of these in various cities across China. One of these living museums was built 
before the company started selling furniture as its main business. The founder opened a 
café called “F living room” with furniture he made himself. After the café and his designs 
gained popularity, he established his furniture design company. At the same time, the 
café evolved into a bigger living museum providing food and drinks for customers as 
well as furniture. Even though most customers purchase furniture from their online retail 
site, the living museums have been a significant channel for marketing the company since 
many people go there either for the furniture or for the café, or both.  
 
Build	a	community		
	
One direction taken by some companies is to build a community by gathering 
certain groups of customers who share the same values about original Chinese design and 
lifestyle with what the company provides. It is a business strategy focused on providing 
quality products and services to keep the customers’ loyalty. This approach has been used 
by about 16% of the companies studied in the research.  
The companies involved in building a community shared the following traits:  
First, the companies have a clear picture about their design, the lifestyle they want 
create, and the cultural identity of their furniture. Because of the unambiguous goals and 
values, they have a good story to tell to the audience, which is a significant factor when 
building a community. They have considerable understanding of their target customers 
and know their needs, preferences, and pursuits in daily life.  
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Second, these companies attract certain customers who understand and appreciate 
their design and the lifestyles that they promote through design. Normally, the first group 
of customers constitute the foundation of the community; they are treated especially well 
by the companies because they provide the basis for branding. The companies will also 
place special effort in nurturing or educating new customers about their design, culture 
and the community in order to attract more people to the community.  
Third, these companies serve their communities well. The objective is not just the 
sale of products to the community; they also provide comprehensive services for the 
customers, such as art events, exhibitions, occasional parties, and follow up on the 
customers’ experiences with the furniture. By doing so, they keep the community active 
while promoting the influence of their brands.  
 
Company F is a good example of using the strategy of building a community to 
strengthen its competitiveness in the market. During the interview, the participants 
emphasized the fact that their furniture is designed by following their design VCIPPs of 
integrating nature, culture and life. People who purchase their furniture share the same 
attitudes and values about life and design. The company appears to serve this group of 
people as a first priority, and sells furniture as part of a secondary overall service. 
Company F built galleries and grocery stores, published magazines, and planned parties 
and other various events. People join the community by attending these events, 
communicating with each other, and purchasing products as well as services from the 
company. As the community becomes larger, it creates a strong brand for itself. As a case 
in point, some people in the community call their home “F Home”. Company F collects 
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the stories of their customers’ lives, which are used for its branding. This lifestyle 
provided by Company F and advocated by the members of its community has become a 
strong brand for Company F, one that attracts new customers in the market.  
 
Design	Exhibitions	and	Events		
	
Almost all the participants claimed that they have attended many design 
exhibitions and events in both China and other countries. Those exhibitions and events 
are considered as important opportunities for design-oriented SMEs as a way of 
promoting themselves to the general public and their peers. Especially in China, the 
government is deliberate in its support of events that promote the concept of original 
design. At the same time, various media outlets advertise these exhibitions and events on 
different channels and write stories about those SMEs that pursue original Chinese design. 
For example, “Design Beijing” and “Design Shanghai” are two important annual design 
events in China. Both invite designers and companies that represent the development of 
Chinese original design. Those two events have been recognized as significant and 
influential by both public and design professionals. 	 As	well	as	the	approaches	discussed	above,	there	are	other	interesting	marketing	activities	that	are	used	by	some	SMEs	in	the	research:		
a) Art events:  Some	SMEs,	mostly	those	who	design	and	make	high-end	furniture,	associate	design	with	art.	They	hold	art	events,	such	as	exhibitions	of	paintings,	crafts,	or	calligraphy	competition	in	their	living	museum.	There	are	two	benefits	
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to	this	approach.	First,	those	events	help	in	branding	these	companies	as	purveyors	of	artistic	furniture;	second,	such	events	are	efficient	channels	to	approach	certain	customers	who	have	strong	needs	for	aesthetics	with	ability	to	afford	expensive	artistic	products.		
b) Wood workshop:  
Two companies have founders who are passionate about wood and who do 
serious research about this material. They have built workshops with courses or 
programs to teach woodworking. People who are interested in woodworking can 
enroll in these courses and go to the workshop to make small wood products. This 
approach allows the companies to educate potential customers about wood and its 
essential role in Chinese furniture as well as promoting their brands by letting people 
experience the design process.  
c) Creative industrial park30F31:  One	company	in	Chengdu	started	its	business	by	integrating	Daoist	culture	in	the	design	of	Chinese	furniture.	With	government	support,	the	company	expanded	its	business	to	build	and	operate	a	creative	industry	park	that	incubates	design-oriented	SMEs.	Because	of	its	knowledge	and	experiences	as	the	result	of	its	own	development,	this	company	can	select	other	companies	with	potential	and	provide	efficient	roadmap	for	new	SMEs	to	follow.	This	phenomenon	is	interesting	because	the	SME	became	an	investor	and	supporter	
																																																								
31 Creative industrial park is a district built for businesses focusing on design, art, media, and other creative 
industries. The parks is supported and operated by governments, non-profit institutions, or large enterprises. 
In the context of this research, the creative industrial park was built by a company with support from the 
regional government (Y. Yang, Lin, & Lin, 2012). 
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for	other	SMEs,	which	might	be	a	model	worth	learning	by	city	governments	and	other	companies.		
 
4.6. Challenges and Opportunities  
4.6.1. The Contradiction among Original Chinese Furniture Design with Cultural 
Identity, Mass production and Affordable price 	
A significant challenge was raised by over 50% of the designers in the research: 
the contradiction in pursuing original Chinese design with cultural identity and mass 
production/industrialization of products, on the one hand, and affordable prices for users, 
on the other. This contradiction places restrictions on innovation and social impacts of 
original Chinese design in the domestic market. To understand the challenges better, the 
following discussion explains the issues in more detail.  
 
Original	Chinese	furniture	design	with	strong	cultural	identity	is	very	difficult	
to	realize	at	the	scale	of	mass	production As	previously	noted,	furniture	with	a	strong	Chinese	identity	is	almost	always	associated	with	wood,	craftsmanship	and	Sunmao	as	the	principal	ways	for	designers	to	express	their	ideas	and	values.	This	approach	often	leads	to	furniture	that	cannot	be	easily	mass-produced	in	a	modern	manufacturing	plant.	Also,	many	designers	are	using	traditional	designs	that	have	no	connections	to	an	industrialized	world	as	a	foundation	by	which	to	explore	contemporary	Chinese	design.	Despite	the	fact	that	this	research	showed	that	designers	have	reduced	the	design	to	be	as	
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simple	as	possible,	over	80%	of	companies	still	need	to	manufacture	their	furniture	using	partial	handwork	in	order	to	pursue	the	details	and	quality	needed	for	the	products.	Many	founders	and	designers	have	stated	that	they	have	well-developed	products,	but	they	are	always	challenged	when	moving	forward	to	mass-production,	which	has	stopped	their	expansion	to	reach	larger	markets.	 
Only one SME in the research, Company K, has emphasized mass production in 
their furniture design. The founder of this company has background in industrial design 
for many years both in teaching and in industry. He mentioned that industrial products 
have to be designed in a way that meet the standards of industrialization, which is the 
only way to mass-produce the products to achieve an affordable price. He believes the 
social impact of industrial products to make a change, but the products have to be 
accepted and afforded by users. 		
Being	unable	to	adopt	mass-production	results	in	unaffordable	prices	for	most	
Chinese	customers.		
On average, Chinese family will spend around 10,000 yuan ($1,600) on their 
furniture for a new home(Lu, 2011); however, the average price of the furniture for a 
entire apartment in this research is around 50,000 yuan ($7,800). For 30% of the SMEs, 
the cost of living room furniture only is 200,000 to 500,000 Yuan, which is more than the 
cost of an apartment in a small city in China. Besides the business strategies of being 
luxury brand, this fact implies that most Chinese customers cannot afford original 
Chinese furniture. Although most the SMEs in the research targeted the young generation 
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of middle-class31F32consumers with certain tastes and needs for self-identity, this is a 
relatively small group of people living several progressive cities in China. The most 
significant reason that has been raised in the research is that the furniture designed by 
these companies cannot be mass-produced. The partial handwork affects the high cost 
because of labor, time, and resource as well as the profit that the companies need to 
generate.  
 
Limited	market	share	constrains	the	influence	of	Chinese	design	to			change	
the	scenario	of	the	Chinese	market,	consumption,	and	culture.	 Many	designers	mentioned	that	most	Chinese	consumers	chose	furniture	that	is	not	well	designed	over	their	products	because	they	are	price	sensitive.	As	a	interviewee	said:	“People	always	appreciate	their	design	when	they	visit	the	store,	but	most	of	them	will	leave	after	then	check	the	prices…especially	they	probably	need	to	buy	a	set	of	furniture	for	keeping	a	consistent	style	of	their	home.”	Consequently,	the	original	Chinese	furniture	is	not	accessible	to	a	large	user	group.	From	the	theory	of	how	design	can	influence	and	reshape	the	culture,	the	incapability	of	Chinese	design	to	reach	its	users	will	constrain	its	influence	of	the	Chinese	market,	consumption,	and	culture.	For	example,	some	designers	would	like	to	build	a	healthy,	simple	and	environment-friendly	lifestyle,	but	their	products	are																																																									
32 The World Bank defines classes by dollar-per-day spending amounts to express in Purchasing Power 
Parity terms: a person in middle-class spending between $10-$50 per day. In 2015, Pew Research Center 
expanded this metric to divide the middle classes into additional levels which are: poor <$2; low: $2-$10; 
lower middle-class: $10-$20; upper middle-middle class: $20-$50; high: >$50. Until 2013, China has 
roughly 421 millions middle-class population, but 75% of the middle class falls into the lower income 
category(Kochhar, 2015). “The official data from China’s National Bureau of Statistics categorize the 
Chinese middle-class as households with an annual income raging from $7,250 to $62,500 (60,000 to 
500,000 yuan)” (H. Wang, 2010).  
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too	expensive	to	be	afforded	most	Chinese	consumers,	who	will	choose	cheap	products	that	may	be	made	from	low-quality	materials	with	a	negative	impact	on	the	environment.		
 
 
Figure 48. The contradict relationship among cultural value-added original furniture 
design, mass production and affordable price 
 
4.6.2. Lack of Qualified Design Talents  	
A lacking of qualified design talent is another significant challenge that was 
identified by the participants. Most founders find it is difficult to hire designers who 
understand design well and are able to practice without additional training. Founders who 
are experience designers or senior designers need to spend a great deal of time to teach 
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new hires before they can take charge. Even some founders mentioned they prefer to hire 
someone without design background because those employees would more easily accept 
their ideas and values about design. From the research, the following two major reasons 
were offered for the shortage of design talent.  
 
Problem	of	design	education	in	China		
	
From the experience working with design graduates, the founders/designers of the 
participant SMEs made some criticism about design education of China, which can be 
summarized into the following three major issues.  
First, founders/senior designers cannot find passion about design from design 
graduates. They are of the opinion that the universities do not spend enough time to help 
students find their interests. So, in the work place, young designers lack patience 
necessary for creating new ideas and exploring better solutions. Most design graduates 
look at design as a job to make a living rather than as their career or life goal. As one 
interviewee, who is also a professor, said:  “Interest and passion should be the goal to 
drive faculties and students in a program…Universities need to build their unique 
program with core philosophy and spirit, what is the brand and specialty of the 
program…recruit students and faculties agreeing with program brand…”  
Second, by working with design graduates, the founders/senior designers find that 
students learn design in a dogmatic way, which creates a gap between education and 
design practice. They believe that most graduates have little knowledge about design in 
the real world and how to solve comprehensive problems involving users, market, 
technology and so on.   
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Third, in terms of pursuing Chinese design, students are not learning enough 
about Chinese culture, history, tradition and philosophy. The SMEs included in the 
research hope to hire design talents with comprehensive understanding about Chinese 
culture for developing original design, rather than imitating design styles from other 
countries. However, most design programs in China are built on the theories and methods 
from the West, so the students have insufficient knowledge about Chinese design and 
culture. This causes difficulties for design graduates when attempting to meet the needs 
of companies wishing to pursue original Chinese design.  
 
Design	is	a	low-paying	profession	that	cannot	attract	talent	
Compared to the booming industries of business and IT in China, the design 
sector is not competitive with salaries for attracting and keeping talent. Talented high 
school graduates do not generally select design as their major in college, and many 
design graduates do not follow their career path as designers. This is especially the case 
in industrial design, where students often train themselves in programming and choose to 
be either user interface (UI) designers or user experience (UX) designers in IT companies 
in order to get a higher pay. The SMEs involved in this research know the value of design, 
but it difficult for them to pay competitive salaries for designers since the limited market 
share and profits of original Chinese furniture. Therefore, a common problem is the gap 
between the founders or the lead designers and their employees. Training the designers 
and managing the design team becomes crucial tasks for those SMEs.  
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The	challenge	for	designers	to	do	business	and	to	manage	
	
As noted above, four of the 30 SMEs in the research have strategic plans to grow 
their business. Most of the companies founded by designers have neither the knowledge 
nor the skills to do well in the marketing of their products. This insufficiency in business 
has been considered as serious constraint for the development of those SMEs. Most 
designers interviewed for the research are confident about their ability in designing and 
producing high quality designs, but around 40% of them mentioned that they need a 
partner with a business background to assist with managing the team and marketing and 
branding the products. Because of various reasons such as low-salaries, it is a challenge 
for these SMEs to find such partners or hire qualified employees with great marketing 
skills. For example, the founder of Company Y mentioned he started his business with 
help of a friend who has strong background in marketing and branding. As a result, his 
company expanded fast in the market at the beginning and built a relatively strong brand. 
However, when his friend left for a consulting company, the growth of Company Y 
slowed and the founder was lost in finding a direction for his business. Now, he focuses 
more on his wood workshop and art gallery.   
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CHAPTER 5. 
CONCLUSION 	
5.1. Key Findings 	
The qualitative data analysis provides a detailed and comprehensive explanation 
about the research subjects in terms of their core design values, design practice, and 
business. The results of the analysis reveal complex but critical issues about the present 
scenario of original Chinese design, which has complicated interaction among designers, 
Chinese traditional culture, business environment and innovation. By integrating the 
results and implications from the data analysis found in chapter 4, the following section 
summarizes several key findings, which constitute the major conclusion of this research.  
 
5.1.1. “Culturally-loaded design” will Lead to the Awakening Original Chinese 
Furniture’s Cultural Identity  	
The research revealed that among the participants there existed a common ground 
of core design ideas, design processes and minds-sets of designers, which led to a similar 
design direction in original Chinese furniture design. In the process of pursuing original 
Chinese furniture design, Chinese culture, especially the traditional culture and design, 
has been the most significant and impactful factor regarding of the participant SMEs. 
This phenomenon implies Chinese furniture design with strong cultural identity is 
emerging in contemporary China.  
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Based on the data analysis, the following three aspects are the deciding factors for 
the aforementioned scenario. First, the strong cultural self- awareness of Chinese 
designers serves to guide the culturally-loaded furniture design in an integral way; second, 
the SMEs in the research share similar design VCIPPs derived from Chinese culture, 
which implies a common ground of connecting original furniture design with Chinese 
culture; and third, two models of design processes both share a strong emphasis for 
traditional craftsmanship, which also leads to a trend of culturally-loaded design.  
 
Intuitive	culture	self-awareness	of	Chinese	designer	
One of the most influential sociologists in China-Xiaotong Fei raised the concept 
of Wenhua Zijue (文化自觉) (culture self-awareness) in the late 1980s after his in-depth 
research about Chinese culture and society, which lasted over 30 years.  Since then, 
culture self-awareness has been a salient domain for the Chinese government as well as 
various institutes and scholars to discuss the inheritance and evolution of Chinese culture. 
In Fei’s definition, culture self-awareness means people in certain cultural context have 
comprehensive and systematic self-knowledge about the culture with understanding of its 
past, the process of its evolution, its important features, and its future (Fei, 1997, 2005). It 
does not involve the concept of “reverse culture” nor “completely learn from others”. The 
self-knowledge about one’s own culture aims to strengthen its capability to evolve and 
reconstruct in modern times (Fei, 1997, 2005). Commonly, culture self-awareness has 
been considered as a prioritized step for people to conduct effective intercultural 
communication and improve cultural competency in many fields. Culture self-awareness 
enables us to “recognize that as cultural beings, (we) may hold attitudes and beliefs that 
		 157	
can detrimentally influence (our) perceptions and interactions with individuals who are 
ethnically and racially different from (our) selves”(American Psychological Association, 
2017) 
In the context of this research, most designers indicated that culture self-
awareness paved the way to develop culturally-loaded designs. These designers appear to 
act in ways identified by Fei, that is, they are aware of their deep roots in Chinese culture 
and are aware that they are impacted significantly by the culture in various ways. 
Different from Fei’s scientific points of views, however, the designers’ self-awareness – 
especially as creative talents – comes more from intuition and experience. This design 
direction means that their concept of Chinese culture does not derive from formal, 
comprehensive, scientific or systematical analysis. Instead, their knowledge and 
awareness of Chinese culture are mostly based on their experiences, memories and 
reflections for life with some minor formal learning.  
These designers have stated that culture influences their minds-set, design ideas 
and creative processes. Most of them do not think about Chinese culture and how it can 
be integrated into their design in a theoretical or systematic way. They follow their 
intuition when they are sketching, ideating, or actually making furniture since they have 
lived a Chinese life since birth. As one designer said when asked how he represents 
“Chineseness” in his designs, “You just know what it is to be Chinese, either from the 
aesthetic or functional perspective. You can feel when it is not right and the furniture is 
not reflecting your memories or experiences about life.” Chinese culture is imbedded in 
their genes so that they automatically reflect it in their products while seeking the essence 
of Chinese design. More importantly, they rely highly on their experiences of daily life, 
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which brings them ideas that can be perceived and function as Chinese design. After 
many years of accumulation, those experiences become a mainstay as an inspiration for 
new ideas and as a way of understanding their users.  
The goal for culture self-awareness provides other opportunities. For example, 
there are consideration in the social sciences and cultural studies to utilize the relative 
concepts and theories in order to develop certain culture32F33 as well as achieve a better 
understanding of other cultures. As shown in this research, culture self-awareness allows 
designers create products that integrate Chinese culture and that are suitable and 
appropriate to Chinese life. Therefore, those designers who participated in the research 
consider their intuitive knowledge about Chinese culture to be adequate when pursing 
Chinese design. The implicit and imbedded awareness and intuition cannot be replaced or 
learned in a short period or by designers from different cultures. When Chinese designers 
search inspirations from their own culture and incorporate it in their ideas, the shared 
cultural background and self-awareness can lead these designers to create similar designs. 
However, the lack of theoretical studies and comprehensive design research may be 
problematic if the goal is to bring radical changes or innovation to Chinese design. This 
will be discussed in the next section about Chinese culture and design innovation.  	
Sharing	similar	design	VCIPPs	based	on	Chinese	culture		
	
In this research, the participants have various understanding about the same 
design VCIPPs, which results in revealing diversities when discussing their ideas about 
original Chinese design. By way if a systematic analysis, it is not difficult to find that the 																																																								
33 In China, the concept of developing culture involves the promotion of particular socio-cultural values or 
ideologies, which hopes to lead the society to evolve or advance in certain direction. This concept is barely 
used or discussed in the Western countries.  
		 159	
core design VCIPPs is not as diverse as appeared. Except for a few SMEs in the research 
that were design was market-led, the design VCIPPs for most of SMEs falls into three 
main themes. These are: 1) learn, inspire, inherit and evolve from Chinese traditional 
culture and design; 2) focus on a culturally contemporary Chinese lifestyle; and 3) 
integrate Western design with Chinese culture or design.  
Let us first consider learn, inspire, inherit, and evolve from traditional culture and 
design. This theme includes two perspectives: a) the spiritual parts of traditional culture 
such as philosophy, religion and ideology; and b) the material parts involving traditional 
design such as crafts, techniques and visual elements. The spiritual parts have been 
considered as the unique essence of Chinese traditional culture and were emphasized by 
designers as goals for creating a spiritual and cultural Chinese identity for their products. 
The material parts can be seen as a practical handbook that provide main sources for 
inspirations, examples, principles, and tools such as techniques and structures for 
contemporary designers. One participant mentioned that: “…those books about 
traditional furniture are on my hands all the time. I will read them all the time…those 
pieces of furniture are already printed in my mind and they give me inspiration, methods 
and directions for my designs.” Those two parts – spiritual and material – constitute the 
theme of learn, inspire, inherit and evolve from traditional culture and design, which 
reveals the deep connection of Contemporary Chinese design to Chinese history and 
tradition.  
The second theme is a focus on a culturally modernized Chinese lifestyle. A 
certain number of designers/entrepreneurs are of the opinion that Chinese furniture 
design should be meant for Contemporary Chinese life; in other words, create a lifestyle 
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based on principles of sustainability, simplicity or spirituality. Most of the time, the 
pursuit life of new generation (those individuals born after the Open Door Policy in 1978) 
decide the design VCIPPs included this theme since some SMEs want to provide 
furniture to meet the needs of this generation. Furthermore, the functional aspect of the 
furniture has been emphasized because of the goal to serve the needs of daily life. 
Although those designers/entrepreneurs aim to create designs for a modernized Chinese 
lifestyle, they most likely find inspiration either from Chinese traditional design and/or 
Western design.  
 The third theme is the integration of Western design in Chinese culture and/or 
design. From the time that Western design theories were first brought to China and more 
recent trend of globalization in the last part of 20th century, Chinese design has been 
greatly impacted. Up to now, many designers who are pursuing original Chinese design 
still consider that this approach is an efficient way to achieve innovation by way of 
integrating different cultures and design styles. This research showed that Chinese 
furniture designers have a tendency to combine Modernist design with Chinese 
traditional design to create contemporary Chinese design with a strong cultural identity. 
In most instances, they consider their products to be modern in order to meet the needs of 
users of contemporary China. It comes as no surprise that this theme of integration of 
West and East has become more salient in the context of globalization given the constant 
intercommunication and interaction between different cultures, including design.  
It should be noted that there are times when the three themes work individually to 
decide a company’s design VCIPPs. For example, a company can concentrate on the 
design VCIPP of “revive traditional design” that belongs to the theme of consider learn, 
		 161	
inspire, inherit, and evolve from traditional culture and design. This company mimics the 
same details of traditional furniture found in museums or traditional paintings. However, 
most of the time these three themes intertwine and interact with each other. Because they 
are not in the position of conflicting or competition, they instead coexist, mix or combine 
to create something unique and innovative. A company’s idea of “cool and different” 
actually involves all three themes: get inspired from traditional design and follow the 
sprits of craftsmanship; integrate modern design language; create design for 
contemporary life in China. In the end, the result is cool products for users.  
A framework can be created using the three main themes as the core, which 
derives from other design VCIPPs discussed in the research. In other words, most of a 
company’s design VCIPPs can fall somewhere within this framework. The theme-learn, 
inspire, inherit, and evolve from traditional culture and design is in the central position 
since it is involved deeply with the other two themes and most of the design VCIPPs. In 
the research, traditional culture and design have been mentioned or implied by most 
designers/entrepreneurs. They have been utilized by over 95% of companies as resources 
or inspirations, models to develop their own design without considering what design 
VCIPPs they have. For example, the round-back armchair, cases, tea table33F34 or other 
typical traditional Chinese furniture were part of every company’s product line albeit 
with certain modification and adaptation. This phenomenon also explains why some 
products from the participating companies are similar even though they state they are not 
mimicking each other. Moreover, it indicates clearly how significant is the influence of 
traditional design on Chinese original design in these contemporary times.  																																																								
34 See appendix A of the images  
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The framework shown in Figure 50 reveals that the fundamental design VCIPPs 
of original Chinese furniture tend to share a common ground. This is especially the case 
with the central role of Chinese traditional culture and design; it implies that a unified 
culturally-loaded design is emerging within the industry of original furniture in 
contemporary China. However, learning from the past may create problems by limiting 
innovation. Some designers or entrepreneurs may apply similar core philosophical values 
or principles despite having learned design styles from different periods in Chinese 
history, principally because of the historical consistency implicit in Chinese traditional 
culture. Nevertheless, most companies are focused on similar popular periods, such as 
Ming and Song furniture. This cultural constraint on innovation will be discussed below. 
 
 
 
Figure 49. Three main themes of Design VCIPPs 
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Two	models	of	design	process	that	share	commonalities	based	on	Chinese	
traditional	design	
From the analysis of the data, two main models have emerged to describe the 
design processes found in most of the SMEs involved in this research. The first model 
begins with the market research and ends with receiving feedback from users. It includes 
a complete cycle for product development and is considered as a modernized design 
process. The second model, a workshop-style or sometime called “design by doing”, is 
shared by most of the small companies in the research. This model emphasizes the sprits 
of the craftsman inherited from Chinese history. Designers generate sketch ideas as well 
as hard models in order to develop products, which they do by collaborating with others, 
such as woodworkers and artists.  
These two models share certain commonalities in terms of culturally-loaded 
design as the most significant value for original Chinese furniture. First, designers 
generate ideas based on their intuitive understanding of Chinese culture, which relies 
highly on their cultural self-awareness. As discussed previously, this combination of self-
awareness and intuitive ideas by designers refers to their deep connection with Chinese 
culture. Nevertheless, these designers are usually inspired by traditional design when 
developing contemporary furniture. Furthermore, the investigation of the two models 
reveals that designers using the modernized design model receive less input from others 
in the process of generating ideas; to the contrary, the designers who employ the second 
model, design by doing, begin with a basic or rough ideas and proceed to collaborate with 
others to develop the ideas.  
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Second, both models of design process highly emphasize craftsmanship, which 
gives Chinese original furniture design a strong sense of being handmade. Designers 
interviewed for this research value craftsmanship; it is considered as the core of Chinese 
furniture design. Many designers call themselves woodworkers or craftsmen; they enjoy 
working in the workshop to make products by hands instead of drawing or modeling 
ideas on computers or paper. Even in the modernized design model, the production 
process involves manual work much more than machines; furthermore the designers need 
to collaborate with woodworkers or engineers in factories to finalize the products. 
Designers who use the second model certainly place a greater importance on crafts; 
integrating skilled craftsmanship into their design is one of the most significant way to 
differentiate themselves from other furniture design. Moreover, most of the designers 
have inherited the traditional techniques of making furniture as well as some design 
features, such as Sunmao and wood materials, which has been considered unique and 
identifiable as characteristics of Chinese furniture. 
Third, the research reveals that the systematical and contextual thinking are also 
important common grounds for the original Chinese furniture design. This means that 
Chinese furniture needs to be presented in a holistic system or context to be perceived as 
Chinese design; additionally, the furniture has to fit in certain environment to realize its 
functional and spiritual meaning with Chinese people. The systematic portion refers to 
the Chinese home as a whole in which furniture pieces are parts of a system; as for the 
context, it is composed of the Chinese culture including the Chinese lifestyle. Most 
designers in this research emphasized the significance of systematic/contextual thinking 
when considering their design, especially for those designers who have backgrounds in 
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interior design. The system/context is equally deeply imbedded with traditions, such as 
Fengshui, tea culture and other lifestyles and beliefs inherited from traditional China.  
 The commonalities discussed above in the design process of those participating 
SMEs, including intuitively generating ideas with culture self-awareness with an 
emphasis on craftsmanship as well as systematic and contextual thinking based on 
Chinese culture, could lead to a convergent style of Chinese original furniture design. 
More importantly, these commonalities are deeply ingrained with Chinese traditional 
culture and design, which determine the significant cultural characteristics of original 
Chinese furniture. Previous discussion on the shared design VCIPPs explains the 
significantly cultural impact on original Chinese furniture design. Those commonalities 
in the two models of design process strengthen this phenomenon in terms of the design 
practices. In the other words, one conclusion is that Chinese culture, especially traditional 
culture, has played a dominant role in developing original Chinese furniture design in the 
contemporary.  
 
5.1.2. Insufficient Entrepreneurship Influences the Promotion of Original Chinese 
Furniture Design  	
 Compared to designers’ certainty and insistence on culturally-loaded design 
VCIPP and design processes, the participating SMEs in this research did not reveal 
sufficient capability for creating a business that had large market and significant social 
impact. Research showed that crucial challenge they faced with balancing the factors of 
market, design and culture, appeared to constrain the promotion and impact of original 
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Chinese furniture design. The designers’ desire to advocate a sustainable lifestyle and 
self-identity in terms of Chinese culture through design was difficult to realize because of 
the limited social impact of not reaching a large audience. Referring back to the data 
analysis, the following features appear to be the main reasons for those SMEs for 
performing insufficient design entrepreneurship: a) designers’ personalities and attitudes 
towards design and business; b) selling stories of Chinese cultural roots instead of 
products; c) the limitation of online platform that most of SMEs have relied upon for 
their business; and d) insufficient design research or market research.  
 
Designers’	personalities	and	attitudes	towards	design	and	business		
	
First, the major internal drive or motivation for designers in this research seemed 
to learn more towards their personal interests or passion for design and/or wood furniture 
rather than the needs of the market. The designers appear to consider their design more 
important than the market or business strategy when running their companies. In most 
small size companies (fewer than 30 employees), the process of product development is 
most often complicated and time-consuming while the business plan is straightforward 
with less consideration for innovation. Also, many designers wish to keep their 
companies small allowing them to focus on design itself as well as their design 
philosophies or values, such as craftsmanship. Their attitudes towards design could be 
helpful for creating better quality products, but at the same time, it may limit their 
development in the market, which results in less impactful design for Chinese users.  
Second, few designers in the research considered industrialization or mass-
production for their furniture. Being unable to mass-produce limited the impact of 
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original design furniture, because handmade or semi-handmade products normally have a 
higher price that may not be affordable for most users. Only one designer, who has 
background in industrial design, emphasized the importance of the industrialization, 
which has been a core value of his company. He has tried to design his furniture in such a 
way that the labor content is reduced for production. Other designers with backgrounds in 
interior design, graphic design or art were different in their approach; they had less 
concern for industrialized production. Moreover, the strategy of working with artists or 
woodworkers meant that they were promoting their design as having a strong relationship 
to arts or crafts, which is the opposite direction of mass-production. Such an approach 
creates constraints in the development for the market thereby limiting their access to a 
larger group of users.  
Third, the designers’ insufficient knowledge of and experiences with business 
have serious constraints for the development of most SMEs in the research. At the same 
time and because of various reasons such as low-salaries, it is difficult for these SMEs to 
find partners with business background to formulate and implement strategic plan. In the 
research, a few (three) larger-size companies with a greater market share all have 
entrepreneurs with business experiences as founders who can effectively promote their 
brands and products as original Chinese design in the market.  
 
Selling	stories	about	Chinese	traditions	and	culture	instead	of	products 
As analyzed previously, there are small number of SMEs (six out of 30) in the 
research that have systematic business/marketing strategies for promoting their brands 
and products. Generally speaking, however, they are more focused on selling stories and 
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concepts rather than good quality products at affordable prices. A good story in the 
context of furniture design involves the concepts of originality, culture, life or tradition. 
More specifically, the stories often tell why the companies are pursuing original design, 
what life experience their furniture can provide, how they appreciate traditions and 
Chinese culture, or their desire for owning a valuable part of Chinese traditional culture. 
The companies build their brand identity from these stories and attract customers who 
agree or share these same values. As a result, building a community becomes a successful 
strategy for certain companies in the research. These companies create a concept for a 
lifestyle they are pursuing, and brand themselves by the stories from a star designer or 
users. The interviewees clearly indicated that their furniture is for those customers who 
have same lifestyles or values, and they are making great efforts in maintaining and 
expanding this community.  
Furthermore, “original design” has become a popular concept or label in China 
under the trend of the anti-“Shanzhai” phenomenon and a culture with an increased level 
of confidence and nationalism. In this research, original Chinese design is the “flag” for 
some SMEs to brand themselves in the marketplace, even though they do not believe or 
agree with “original design” as discussed previously. Moreover, the media commonly 
categorizes the furniture of these SMEs into “original design” and popularizes the idea of 
pride thereby supporting products that integrate Chinese culture.  
 As mentioned above, the stories or the concept of original design in the marketing 
strategies have been emphasized more than the products themselves, which have both an 
upside and downside for these SMEs. They can acquire a market share with certain 
identifiable features and branding, thereby winning customers that agree with the 
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companies’ values and ideas, which can build certain level of loyalty. But a reduced 
focus on the products may not keep strong customer loyalty over a long term. When 
customers think about the brand or the company, the most impressive or memorable thing 
may not be their products but the story, community or slogans. In another words, their 
identity does not derive from their products, but from the stories. This is may be 
sufficient as a strategy, but it may not be sufficient in the long-term for the healthy 
development of a company. High quality and innovative products have always been 
considered as part of a long-term strategy for successful businesses, especially in the field 
of furniture design. The expectation from users is functional, comfortable and durable 
products. The story or the concept could attract users at the beginning, but at the end, 
high-quality products will lead to a sustainable business.  
 
Online	business	has	certain	limitations	for	the	furniture	industry	 
Online businesses cannot replace the physical store experiences in terms of 
furniture that needs to be touched, seen or tested when making a purchasing decision. 
That is why building physical stores as living museums and participating in exhibitions 
have been considered significant initiatives for most SMEs in this research. As discussed 
previously, on-site experiences allow customers to know and experience the furniture and 
the living environment better. However, the need of physical stores has constrained the 
development of these SMEs in terms of attaining larger markets, which at the same time 
limits the impact of original Chinese design.  
Three conditions underpin the opening of stores. First, it involves large 
investments, which presents a great challenge for SMEs given that there is no obvious 
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potential for profits; second, the opening and maintaining of physical stores need a 
systematic business plan and professional management, which are difficult issues for 
designer as discussed before; and third, the inability to mass-produce prevents SMEs 
from meeting the needs of the large markets found in many cities. These three constraints 
make it challenging for most SMEs in this research to have physical stores in many 
locations. Most of them may have stores in first-tier cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, and 
Hangzhou, but one or two stores does not compare with the traditional furniture 
companies34F35, which have stores in the second-or third-tier cities as well as wide brand 
recognition and numerous shares. Customers who do not live in large cities have fewer 
opportunities to know furniture of original design; at the same time, online shopping 
cannot provide the full experiences for them to make a purchase. Irrespective of their 
online presence, most of companies do not have sufficient access to the massive Chinese 
domestic market except for what is available in large cities. This results in limited 
influence of the original design to change the scenario of the Chinese market, 
consumption and culture.  
 
Insufficient	design	research	or	market	research			
The research showed that most of the SMEs have no systematic research to study 
the market and the users. Their perception of users’ needs is based mostly on their own 
life-experience and understanding of Chinese culture. Most of the small-size companies 
can make quality products in their studios or workshops, but the intuitive approach to 
design, an approach without the use of evidence, impedes the popularization of their 																																																								
35 In the context of this research, the traditional furniture companies refer to the ones that focus on 
manufacturing rather than designing, have large market-share with many retail stores and complex supply-
chains.  
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furniture in the market. Their users are limited to certain groups who agree with their 
designs and who can afford them. However, most users who want furniture to meet their 
daily needs may not find their designs acceptable.  
Several SMEs, which are capable of high profits margins with large market share 
place more emphasis on market research and their business plan. By way of research, 
they achieve a greater understanding of the needs of users; they are more willing to 
reconcile their design VCIPPs for other important factors, such as cost, flexibility and 
function. For example, they may forego the use of wood in every piece of their furniture; 
instead, they use metal or composite materials for joints, which can reduce the overall 
cost as well as be easier to assemble. Additionally, and by not relying on a craft-based 
approach, these SMEs make more use of machines in manufacturing, which can lower 
the price of their furniture. They modify their designs based mostly on their knowledge of 
important factors for users, which can guide them to formulate and implement systematic 
business plans in order to arrive at a better balance among design, market, and profits.  
This is a common situation for Chinese design where market research or users 
research is not considered to be important. Most of these SMEs design their products 
based on second-hand research or by way of their own experiences, which results in 
products in one of two directions: a) not meeting the needs of users or b) constantly 
having to change, adjust or improve their designs. Because China has such a large and 
complicated market, there is always a group of customers who accept their products; 
these SMEs appear to lack motivation when it comes to research and continue to operate 
as long as they can make a profit. However, these SMEs that are successful, influential 
and profitable have emphasized marketing research and/or user experiences. In terms of 
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this research, the successful SMEs have demonstrated their efforts for design research or 
market research, either of which has been shown to be one of the most significant factors 
in their success.  
 
5.1.3. Innovative Design among Contemporary Furniture Designers is Constraint 
by a Morass of Chinese Cultural Impediments 	
As previously discussed, original Chinese furniture design is deeply integrated 
with Chinese culture and tradition and is so from various perspectives. At the same time, 
many Chinese designers pursue innovative design by integrating styles from other 
cultures with Chinese traditional culture and/or designs. Those two critical characteristics 
have reflected two significant cultural features of China: a) inheritance; and b) 
inclusiveness. Both characteristics impact the direction in the development of original 
Chinese furniture design. However, innovative design among contemporary furniture 
designers has not shown a clear trend because of the morass of Chinese cultural 
impediments. First, the collectivist culture, which is the main stream in China does not 
highly encourage thinking out of the box, which has impacted the minds-set of Chinese 
people, including creative talents. Second, the inheritance of traditional culture and 
design has challenged the emergence of innovative design because of a) the consistency 
of Chinese culture including a unified ideology about design; b) the conflict between 
tradition and industrialization; and c) insufficient criticism and selection. Third, while the 
integration of design from other cultures into Chinese design may bring certain 
innovation, it also causes problems of constraining the independence of Chinese 
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designers, such as imitating other designs, no systematic way for integration, and 
insufficient critical thinking for other cultures and designs. The following section will 
discuss those issues in detail based on the findings of the research.  
China is a nation based on collectivism. Collective cultures primarily promote 
obedience, reliability and proper behavior, in contrast to individualistic cultures concerns 
for self-reliance, independence and creativity (Triandis, 1989). Countries such as the 
United States emphasize autonomy and encourage children and teenagers to explore their 
environments. Creativity and self-actualization have been considered the most significant 
for self-development, both of which are emphasized in families, schools and society 
(Kohn, 1987). Personality traits such as being distinct and different are highly valued, and 
people will find innumerable ways to show themselves to others as different as possible 
(Triandis, 1989).  
 In contrast, harmony is the social goal for collective cultures, and people value 
politeness, subtleness, and being “nice” to others more (Triandis, Marin, Lisansky, & 
Betancourt, 1984). This is especially the case in China, where harmony is the top social 
value desired by the government for the entire society. Harmony is deeply embedded in 
the minds of the Chinese people; it impacts their perspective about the world and guides 
their social behavior. Harmony can provide choices for conflict resolution by minimizing 
animosity (Leung, 1985, 1987); it can also result in greater support to the national goals 
(Nadler, 1986). Harmony can be a balance between difference and diversity, but it can 
also emphasize mutual inhibition and constraint (Frijda & Sundararajan, 2007).  
 The pursuit of harmony in collectivistic cultures determines their attitudes and 
behaviors towards ancestors and outside cultures. Consequently, traditions that have been 
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passed down from history and contributions from ancestors are valued; furthermore, there 
is a tendency to be more inclusive and accepting of other cultures in order to avoid 
conflicts. Fei (2005) stated that Chinese culture has two significant characteristics: one is 
inheritance and the other is inclusiveness. Chinese civilization has not been destroyed or 
subverted for over 5,000 years because its cultural inheritance has played a significant 
role in the historical evolution of the nation. “Chinese people remember and adore their 
ancestors who are always “alive” in a spiritual way, which has been considered as a 
beautiful part of Chinese culture” (Fei, 1997). The strong capability of inheriting its past 
gives Chinese culture great resilience and cohesion. At the same time, it can bring 
problems of non-selectivity that is, inheriting unwise and untimely traditions that may not 
impact contemporary society in a positive way (Fei, 2005). Inclusiveness means 
accepting and integrating outside cultures into Chinese culture, which emphasizes 
learning from others in order to develop and achieve harmonious diversity (Fei, 2005). 
The inclusiveness of Chinese culture helps the nation to be stable and to revive after 
conflicts, such as the policy of “one country, two systems35F36”. However, the challenge is 
to be selective when learning from outside cultures and to be careful of not losing the 
essential parts of Chinese culture.  
In this research, these two cultural characteristics, inheritance and inclusiveness, 
have been obviously revealed by most participating companies from their design VCIPPs 
and practices. From the framework showed in Figure 50 discussed previously, inheriting 
traditional culture and learning from traditional design are situated at the center of the 																																																								
36 “One country, two systems” is a constitutional principle formulated by Xiaoping Deng who was the 
previous paramount leader of China, for reunification of the country in 1980s. It means certain regions in 
China could have its own governmental systems, legal, economic and financial affairs, such as trade 
relations with foreign countries. This constitutional principle particularly made for Hongkong and Macau.  
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framework of VICPP; moreover, most of the VICPPs are derived from the idea of 
“evolve traditional design”.  Undoubtedly, Chinese traditional design and the culture 
associated with it have been inspirational for Chinese designers. On one hand, this 
approach can help Chinese design to be identifiable with unique cultural characteristic; 
on the other hand, innovation could become a challenge since Chinese designers are 
influenced by same culture and using same resources for inspiration.  
 
Inheritance			
From the historical perspective, inheritance determines the consistency of Chinese 
culture. Once the Qin dynasty settled the Legalist-Confucianism as the dominant informal 
institution in China to unify the ideology of Chinese society, the Chinese nation was built 
on traditional Confucianism and Legalism. China’s key social players, including the 
major ruling groups, intellectual elites, and government bureaucrats, have contributed to 
the strengthening of a unified set of cultural and social norms that have continued to 
shape the trajectory of the nation (Zhao, 2016). Although there were significant changes 
in demographics, technology, and economic structures throughout Chinese history, the 
mainstream philosophy has remained relatively consistent and steadfast, especially in 
terms of its fundamental socio-cultural ingredients (Zhao, 2016). Therefore, when 
contemporary Chinese designers learn from the traditions found in different historical 
periods, either culture or design, they receive relatively consistent values, philosophies, 
life-attitudes and ways of making things. Nevertheless, most designers in the research 
focused primarily on the Ming dynasty, followed by the Song and Qing dynasties. As 
discussed previously, representative furniture from the Ming dynasty has been studied 
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and utilized in detail by almost every company visited during this research. Without 
different values, theories, philosophies or models to guide designers for their practices, it 
will be difficult for them to generate radically breakthrough design.  
 
The significant emphasis placed on craftsmanship in the two models of the design 
process summarized previously reveals that furniture designers in this research not only 
learn the spiritual parts of Chinese traditional culture, but also inherit the material parts, 
such as design elements, techniques, and process for making things. Led by the 
government, today’s Chinese society is encouraging and advocating for the “spirits of the 
craftsman” that was praised by Premier Keqiang Li in 2016. “Spirits of the craftsman” 
means striving for the best quality products that can create influential national brands, 
which can drive China from a manufacturer of quantity to a manufacturer of quality” 
(State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2016). Pursuing high quality products 
with detailed and focused hands-on work has been considered the core of the ‘spirit of 
craftsman’ in the field of design. As discussed previously, most designers in this research 
insist on handmade products and a certain level of craftsmanship in order to create a 
uniqueness of Chinese design with both good quality and cultural inheritance.  
However, the conflict between craftsmanship and mass-production has been one 
of the main reasons behind the constraint of innovation and its impact on Chinese original 
design. Designers learn, inherit, and utilize traditional craftsmanship when designing 
contemporary furniture without sufficient critical thinking and innovation since they 
consider the former as the core of original Chinese furniture design. On one hand, this 
insistence provides high quality products with Chinese cultural identical features; on the 
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other hand, inheritance implies the non-awareness or limited capability for innovation. 
More importantly, furniture based on traditional techniques or craftsmanship is difficult 
to mass-produce since it requires hands-on work done by experienced or trained 
woodworkers. As discussed previously, the inability to mass-produce creates many 
challenges for original Chinese furniture design including not having a meaningful 
market impact, such as unaffordable prices for most Chinese, small market share, and 
geographical limitation. Most designers in the research insisted on traditional 
craftsmanship instead of considering traditional craftsmanship and modernized mass-
production in a systematic way, as well as searching for innovative ways to balance those 
two aspects to promote the impacts of original Chinese design.  
Moreover, Fei suggests that cultural inheritance needs to be selective and critical, 
which can avoid the unwise and outdated content in the traditions (Fei, 2005). In this 
research, the lack of critical analysis, assessment and adaptation of traditional culture has 
been one of the crucial problems in terms of design VCIPP, design process, and practice. 
Few of the designers in the research think out of the box with critical perspectives on 
traditional design. Many of them think that modern furniture design can never be better 
than traditional ones. Looking for inspirations and resources from tradition could be an 
efficient way to develop original Chinese design with cultural identity. This has been 
shown to be possible in Japan and Korea; in the past several decades, both countries 
learned and inherited traditional design and used it to advance their contemporary design. 
However, the integration of tradition has to be undertaken in critical and selective ways 
in order to meet the needs of modern society, market and users. This is especially the case 
in China, where the mix of history, large domestic market, and rapid development is 
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complicated and challenging. Inheritance as a design direction is not the most appropriate 
for original Chinese design since it hardly makes the design-style to be popularly 
accepted, cultural identifiable, and impactful at a same time.  
Inclusiveness		
Inclusiveness is the other significant cultural feature in China. It refers to 
accepting, learning and integrating other cultures into Chinese culture. Inclusiveness 
derived from Chinese philosophical ideas of harmony from diversity and emphasizes the 
stable of the world, convergence, and the avoidance of conflicts. In this research, 
inclusiveness is manifested in the pursuit of innovative original design by integrating 
Chinese traditional design with modern design from other cultures. In the past two 
decades, at a time when Shanzhai dominated design culture in China, the main trend was 
to copy everything from the West without thinking about Chinese culture and Chinese 
life. Today, however, more and more designers perceive design from other cultures as 
rich resources for developing Chinese design and integrating them into Chinese life that 
is deeply rooted in Chinese culture.  
As this design integration is becoming one of the main directions for innovation 
in terms of Chinese original furniture design, several constraints and problems have 
emerged.  
First, design integration causes more or less the mimicking or copying of designs 
from other countries. Consequently, it is difficult at times to differentiate contemporary 
Chinese design from Japanese design, Scandinavian design or modern American design. 
For example, the table shown in Figure 51 is from a famous Japanese company called 
Muji, which has been considered as representative of Japanese design. Two tables in 
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Figure 52 are from the participating SMEs of this research. The designers tried to 
simplify Chinese traditional design by learning from Japanese design. However it 
resulted in great similarities of the two styles.  
 
 
Figure 50. Dining table from Muji 
 
Figure 51. Two tables from two SMEs in the research  
	
Second, it is at times difficult to integrate design from other cultures to Chinese 
design in a systematic and comprehensive way due to insufficient experience with 
innovation. In part, this is because there are few developed theories and methodologies to 
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support a scientific or practice-based approach to integration. Most times, designers 
involved in such activities have relied upon their own intuition and preferences, which 
result in a combination of design elements rather than integration in a scientific or 
theoretical way.  
Third, there is not enough critical thinking when integrating design from other 
cultures into Chinese design. Over the last decade, China has changed from “mimicking 
others” to “integrating others”, which reveals an increasing cultural confidence and 
critical thinking in the design fields. However, most of the furniture designers in the 
research did not demonstrate sufficient critical thinking for the design they developed 
from other cultures. They advocated the design styles from Japan, Scandinavia, or 
modernist American design without critical thought. For example, in order to enhance 
craftsmanship, some designers integrate the craftsmanship from Chinese traditional 
design as well as craftsmanship from Japan and then promote the “Japanese spirit of 
craftsmanship” without considering or assessing the differences between the two 
countries in terms of living conditions, economic development, and customers’ needs.  
Generally speaking, integration, communication and interaction among different 
cultures could be a path to new cultural phenomena, which may lead to innovation at 
many levels. The inclusiveness of Chinese culture has been considered as an important 
characteristic and a wise attitude towards a diverse world. But inclusiveness does not 
mean an elimination of criticism or adaptation. When interacting with other cultures, 
critical thinking is needed in order to learn, digest, understand, improve, and then 
integrate the positive and appropriate parts in our culture to achieve innovation (Fei, 
2005). In addition, it is difficult to generate breakthrough innovation that is truly creative 
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and totally new when the search for innovation is based on the integration without 
enough accumulation of independent or out-of-the-box thinking,  
In summary, certain aspects of inheritance and inclusiveness found in Chinese 
culture are constraining innovation and development of original Chinese design. This 
does not mean that Chinese designers should ignore or abandon inheritance from tradition 
or learning from other cultures. Ancient China and other cultures provide Chinese 
designers with rich resources from which to learn, borrow and become inspired when 
developing contemporary Chinese design. It is undeniable that those resources can help 
improve or change Chinese design when applying scientific and innovative approaches in 
combination with critical thinking. Moreover, to achieve a radically breakthrough 
innovative design trends/styles, Chinese designers have to face the challenges and 
constraints that underpin Chinese culture, such as how to think independently without 
inheritance or inclusiveness, and re-think the relationship between Chinese culture and 
design. 
 
5.2. Implication for Original Chinese Design  	
With the goal of developing original Chinese design that possesses cultural 
identity, social impact, and economic value, Chinese designers have to balance three 
crucial facets of design in China: culture, design, and entrepreneurship. At the same time, 
they need to critically consider the impact of culture and entrepreneurship on design in 
order to address the constraints for achieving innovative contemporary Chinese design. 
Based on the research, data analysis, and findings, the following framework proposes a 
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generalized guideline for original Chinese furniture design, which describes the 
interactions among culture, design, and entrepreneurship as well as critical aspects that 
could be improved, changed or modified. Those elements involved in the framework 
need to be considered and utilized in a flexible way due to the various attentions of 
designers and companies. 
 
 
Figure 52. Key elements for developing original Chinese design 
	
Continue	valuing	Chinese	culture	while	exploring	contemporary	Chinese	life		
Chinese culture is a rich resource of inspiration for original Chinese design that 
possesses a distinct cultural identity. In the research, several SMEs mentioned an interest 
in exploring modern Chinese life, but most of them limit this exploration to the testing of 
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their theories, methodologies and products. It is critical to have a clear definition of what 
is modern Chinese life in the context of Chinese society, as well as building a practical 
theory to guide the direction and support the development of original Chinese design. 
Moreover, designers need to have serious consideration about the lifestyle they want to 
provide to Chinese customers in terms of cultural inheritance, globalization, and modern 
society.  
 
Advance	scientific	and	systematic	cultural	self-awareness	
	
As discussed previously, Chinese furniture designers already have a strong 
cultural self-awareness that allows them to develop culturally-loaded designs. Chinese 
culture has a significant influence on their minds-set, design ideas, and creative process. 
However, their awareness and recognition of Chinese culture is not scientific or 
systematic. Most of their understanding is based on experiences, memories, and 
reflections of life, which influences their intuition for designing original Chinese 
furniture. Referring to Fei’s theory, cultural awareness has to go beyond intuition and 
seek scientific and systematic cultural knowledge and understanding, which is the 
foundation to develop the traditional culture or create new culture in order to incubate 
innovation (Fei, 2005).  
In this framework, “advance cultural self-awareness” implies that designers 
should study Chinese traditional culture as well as investigate modern culture as a means 
of achieving a certain level of comprehensive and theoretical understandings. Designers 
could conduct culture studies or have someone with cultural knowledge on the design 
team; this approach could help with the integration of Chinese culture in their designs. 
		 184	
Moreover, cultural studies will allow designers to go beyond a dominant ideology of 
Chinese society and understand better the complexity that is Chinese culture, such as the 
cultural phenomenon of Hundred Schools of Thought (百家争鸣)36F37 before Qin dynasty; 
the diversity and critical thinking of Hundred Schools in that period brought more 
opportunities to generate radical innovative ideas. Also, a comprehensive study of culture 
and its relative theories will assist designers with critical thinking about traditional 
designs and designs from other cultures.  
 
Develop	critical	thinking		
	
The lack of critical thinking causes many problems; this is especially evident 
when relying on inherited traditional cultures/design as well as external cultures/design to 
develop of original Chinese design. Critical thinking is crucial for Chinese designers as a 
way to learn, practice and develop their design skills in the context of Chinese culture, 
one that does not advocate and promote such a mindset. As discussed previously, critical 
thinking provides an effective way for Chinese designers to address the constraints of 
traditional design as well as designs from other cultures. Critical thinking requires 
Chinese designers to have an acute awareness of both positive and negative impacts of 
traditional cultures on design and innovation in contemporary Chinese society. More 
specifically, designers need to consider those parts of traditions that may be inappropriate 
for developing contemporary design; focus on those parts that can enhance innovation. 
Contemporary Chinese culture should be an organic combination of the best elements 
																																																								
37 The Hundred Schools of Thought were philosophies and schools that flourished from the 6th century 
BCE to 211BCE, during the Spring and Autumn period and the Warring States period of ancient China.  
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from foreign cultures combined with traditional culture, in such a way that it creates 
modern, national, and innovative cultural norms (Ye, 2008). Similarly, an organic 
integration of design from other cultures and Chinese traditional design may lead to 
innovation. In the process, the key is learning but not imitating other designs; keeping a 
critical attitude on every part such as culture, design elements, and experiences. 
Therefore, critical thinking can lead to more effective innovation. Learning, practicing, 
and applying critical thinking should be situated in the most effective position before 
considering original design.  
Lastly, scientific cultural self-awareness and critical thinking interact with each 
other. Learning one’s own culture (or other cultures, for that matter) in systematic and 
comprehensive ways could provide more support for a critical recognition and 
understanding. In contrast, studying the culture with a critical eye can help designers gain 
more and deeper knowledge about culture, which can improve the cultural identity and 
innovation for Chinese original design and break cultural constraints.  
 
Develop	a	successful	business	plan	for	increasing	the	impact	of	Chinese	
original	design		
Referring to the findings in the research, an effective business plan can help 
companies gain a greater market share, be more competitive, and have a greater social 
impact. Also, many designers agreed that running a business was challenging, which 
limits the development of their companies. Therefore, formulating and implementing a 
long-term and practical business plan can determine the future of a company, especially 
for those who want to expand their business. However, it does not mean that business 
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plans should only focus on expanding market share; instead, a practical business plan 
needs to be based on the intentions and goals of a company. The most effective way to 
achieve this is probably to include a businessman or professional entrepreneur in the 
management and operation team of the company. Doing so allows the designers to 
concentrate on design and product development.  
 
Balance	culturally-loaded	design	and	mass-production			
Today, along with the development of 3-D print and Al technology, mass-
production would become easier and more possible for many products. In china, a few 
large furniture companies are trying to consider the future of factories by applying more 
technologies and reducing labors. For example, one of the biggest furniture 
manufacturers in China, Mingzhu Group with producing on RTA (Ready to assemble) 
furniture started to build automatic production lines in 2011, which has kept its capability 
to expand the market and exports.   
In terms of the SMEs in this research, solving the conflict between traditions that 
are inherited and mass-production could change the current situation in which most 
customers in China have limited access to or cannot afford original Chinese design 
furniture. If designers want to have more social impact and are eager to change or 
influence the evolution of Chinese cultural life through their design, they may need to 
seriously consider the necessities of mass-production, maybe by compromising the 
insistence on traditional craftsmanship or by integrating more modern technology. Mass-
production can be one of the most effective ways to lower the price of the furniture, 
which allows those companies to reach a greater market.  
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Advance	user	research		
An approach that requires greater attention is user research, which allows for a 
greater understanding of Chinese users and their lifestyle. User research may be the most 
efficient way for Chinese design to attain a national profile and be innovative at the same 
time, especially the acceptable and functional aspects of Chinese furniture. Intuitive 
designs are more similar to an artistic approach rather than what is found in an 
industrialized design. Only one industrial designer in the research has successful business; 
his model involves industrialization, design, and user needs, which are the basic 
principles of industrial design. User research needs to be conducted before either a 
business plan or mass-production. More user research can lead to an understanding of the 
needs of customers, leading to success in the market.  
 
5.3. Limitations of the research  	
This research focused on certain SMEs in the Chinese furniture design; it 
investigated the design VCIPP, design practice and business strategy of these SMEs with 
the goal of understanding the emerging scenarios of Chinese original design. However, 
this study had certain limitations due to various reasons, including limited time and 
budget.  
First, the study was undertaken across five large cities: Beijing, Shanghai, 
Shenzhen, Hangzhou and Chengdu. These are all first-tier or second-tier cities; the 
research did not include other major cities or capital cities in China. Those selected cities 
are modern and well-developed, with advanced design industry. Each could serve as 
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design leaders, and as examples to be followed by other Chinese cities. Although 
studying the representative SMEs in these cities can provide an understanding of the 
emerging scenario of Chinese furniture design, a comprehensive picture for the design of 
the nation cannot be drawn. Because China is a large country with geographically 
unbalanced development and diverse cultural lifestyles, it is difficult to render a judgment 
for the whole country based on only five cities. In terms of this research, more 
comprehensive results could be achieved with more time and with the investigation of 
more companies located in other cities, such as Guangzhou, Dongguan, Shandong, and 
Xi’an.  
Second, this research explored not only the design VCIPPs of those selected 
SMEs, but also investigated their respective design processes, business strategies, and 
performance in the market. The research was not able to access some sensitive 
information that the participants were not willing to share. Most refused the researcher to 
conduct detailed study on the design and production process as well as exercising great 
care when answering questions about their business. Therefore, it was difficult to acquire 
a complete understanding about the SMEs without access to all information. This 
limitation may be difficult to avoid since it involves the participants’ privacies. It should 
be noted that the research acquired as much information as possible and remained 
objective in the process of collecting data and formulating analyses.   
Third, participating designers in the research showed significant connections with 
Chinese traditional culture, which has an impact on their mindset and perspectives about 
original Chinese design. They are advocating for traditional design as well as lifestyles. 
At the same time, the designers insist that modern Chinese society should inherit core 
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values from traditions. Due to the time limitation, however, this research was not able to 
conduct a comprehensive study of Chinese culture and institutional system from history 
until the present, especially how the socio-cultural environment influences people’s 
creativity and innovation based. A systematic study of Chinese culture in future could 
provide more understanding of original Chinese design and Chinese designers.  
 
5.4. Future research  	
The exploration of original Chinese design, both in design theory and practice, 
has just begun in this decade. There is little comprehensive research to address the 
current situation and problems. As an exception, this research tried to understand original 
Chinese furniture design from the perspectives of entrepreneurial designers in terms of 
their design, business and challenges. It provides a foundation and possible directions for 
future in-depth research on design, culture, and creative industry, both for China and 
other nations.  
First, this research implies a possible direction for cultural studies, which is to 
explore the capability for innovation in certain cultures from the perspectives of design 
and creative industries. The developing features of the design industry and the mindset of 
creative talents in a nation could reveal the cultural characteristics for innovation. It could 
reveal answers to such questions as: a) what are the cultural impacts on innovative design, 
b) how its creative talent approaches innovation, and c) what are the cultural constraints 
for innovation? Therefore, studying design from various perspectives can be a very 
important aspect in the study of a culture in terms of innovation and creativity, especially 
		 190	
for countries with a rich culture and a long history, such as India, Japan, and most 
European countries.  
Second, this study focused on Chinese residential furniture design, but it can be 
expanded to other design fields strongly connected to culture, such as interior design and 
fashion design. In terms of design’s core ideas and creative processes, culturally-loaded 
designs share many similarities, but they also have differences due to their own particular 
features. These are worthy of further exploration and investigation. The research methods 
used in this study could be applied to other sectors of design and industry; so, for that 
matter, the findings and conclusions generated in this study, could be foundation, 
evidence or debate topics for future research. More studies in various design fields will 
lead to a greater understanding of the interaction between culture and design, and more 
likely to a path for better design.  
Third, this research was not able to discuss in more depth the cultural personality 
of the Chinese nation as a whole and its goal of developing a design-based economy. 
More investigation could be undertaken about the social-cultural system that underpins 
the nature of China’s emerging knowledge-economy. More specifically, China’s resilient 
traditional culture and its influence on the institutional milieu and the socio-cultural 
ideology of the country could be examined further, leading to questions such as: Is there a 
conflict between promoting the traditional culture and the imperatives of modern 
innovation and design? How can China develop an appropriate balance between “old” 
and “new” to build an ideological infrastructure for encouraging creativity and innovation?  
Fourth, this research explored original Chinese design from the perspectives of 
designers and SMEs that are the providers of the products. Future research could focus on 
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the perspectives of users who experience these products in everyday life. The opinions 
and attitudes of users can decide and significantly impact developing trends of the design. 
In addition, their feedback and reaction to certain design-styles can be critical resources 
for designers to improve and modify their design. User research in the future could utilize 
the findings and results as a foundation or resource to an investigation, such as a 
comparative study of user groups targeted by those companies, user experiences for 
having a “Chinese home”, and why users are attracted by the business strategy of 
“community”. By fully understanding users and designers in the future, we can draw a 
comprehensive and completed picture of original Chinese design and make more 
appropriate prediction of its development as well as suggestions for achieving a better 
future.  	  
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English:  
A semi-structured interview will be conducted for an in-depth and comprehensive 
understanding of the selected furniture design firms, including their products, design 
philosophy, strategy and challenges in the marketplace. The participants will be the 
managers and designers of these firms. The interview will include face-to-face meetings 
or video interviews when face-to-face meetings are not possible.  
 
1. What is the nature of your business? And how do you define the focus and scope 
of your business?  
2. How many employees in your company? What are their typical backgrounds?  
3. What is your (your company’s) understanding of the concept “Chinese original 
design”?  
4. Why was your company created?  
5. What core principles (ideas) form the basis for the furniture that your company 
designs? In what ways does your furniture manifest these same principles (ideas)?  
6. Why do you (your company) consider those principles (ideas) as significant in the 
development of Chinese original design?  
7. How do you (your company) implement your core principles (ideas) in the design 
process and your product line to pursue Chinese original design? Please provide 
an example. 
8. What is your company’s most popular product in the marketplace? What are the 
reasons for this popularity?  
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9. What is the overall strategy of your company in its pursuit of Chinese original 
design? For example, who are the target users? What is the marketing plan? What 
services are included? What is the branding strategy?  
10. What are the principal reasons driving these strategic directions? What is the 
relative weight between market factors and cultural considerations?  
11. Identity challenges that you have experienced in the process of promoting 
Chinese original design?  
12. What is your vision for Chinese original design and your company in the next 10 
years? 20 years?  
13. To what extent do you believe there is an international market for furniture that 
embodies Chinese original design concepts? Why? Explain?  
14. Finally, what types of education and training do you believe is most appropriate 
for the talent you are seeking? What is the education background of the typical 
professional people your firm hires?  
  
Chinese:  
 
本采访秉承半结构式原则，以下问题作为提纲。在实际访谈中具有⼀定的灵
活性，采访者可以根据情况来调整内容与进度，被采访者也有权拒绝回答任何问题。
整个采访⼤概需要⼀个⼩时，调研的结果和数据只⽤于相关的学术研究与博⼠论⽂
写作，不涉及任何商业⽤途。 
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问题提纲：  
 
1. 贵公司的经营范围是什么？ 
2. 贵公司有多少员工？他们的背景是什么？ 
3. 贵公司怎样理解“原创设计”这个概念？ 
4. 驱动贵公司成立的原因是什么？ 
5. 贵公司的设计秉承的最重要的三个基本原则（理念）是什么？  
6. 贵公司是怎样理解和诠释这三个原则（理念）的？ 
7. 以这些原则（理念）为核心来发展中国原创设计的必要性是什么？为什么？ 
8. 在设计过程以及最终的产品里，贵公司是怎样贯行这三个核心原则（理念）？
请举例说明。 
9. 贵公司在市场上最受欢迎的产品是哪个？为什么？ 
10. 贵公司的发展战略是怎样的？例如，用户定位，市场战略，经营渠道，品牌
战略等？驱动这些战略的原因是什么？ 
11. 贵公司在发展的道路上遇到过哪些挑战？如何解决的？ 
12. 贵公司对中国原创设计与怎样的愿景？  
13. 贵公司是否进入了国际市场？以您的观点，中国原创家具品牌能否在国际市
场上取得成功？ 
14. 贵公司需要怎样的人才？什么样的教育背景和从业经验能够更好的助力中国
原创设计的发展？   
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